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“| really hate everything that’s going on. I’ve gone way 
past my limit, and it’s just one problem after another.” 

Fiddling with her soft, blond hair with her fingertips, Albus 
lay her cheek on the table and heaved a sigh. 

She was in her late grandmother’s home—Solena’s lair, 
hidden away in a forest of witches that rejected the 
malicious and guided those who sought salvation. 

The house, built by Solena using Magic, was constructed 
entirely using twisted wood, ridiculously huge ivy, and 
flowers that never withered. 

The table Albus was on was made of countless 
intertwined ivy, and the chair was a tree trunk bent in an 
unnatural way. 

Albus loved this place. She grew up in this house filled 
with the memories of happier times. The air here was cool 
and calm, and she could even feel the presence of her late 
grandmother. 

So whenever something stressful happened, Albus always 
retreated to this house and talked to the Solena in her 
memories. 

She was Strict, wise, and the kindest woman she had ever 
known. Imagining what she would say to her if she was still 
alive made Albus feel a little better. 

But now was a little different. 

“I’m just really exhausted. Recently, people are even 
claiming that | poisoned His Majesty. That witches were 
trying to take over the kingdom. What do they mean, take 
over? We’re trying to coexist.” 

“That sounds terrible,” came a soft voice. “You’re just 
trying to protect the king. If he was poisoned, the culprit 
would be from among the humans who refuse to coexist 
with witches.” 

The voice came from an old doll sitting in a rocking chair. 
Wearing a pointy hat and a long robe, it was given to Albus 
by his grandmother when she was young. Of course, the doll 
didn’t move or speak back then. 


“It’s okay. Don’t worry about a thing. There are many 
people on your side. You’re a smart girl, so you can tell the 
difference between friend and foe, right?” 

Nodding, Albus shot a glance at the doll. She felt her 
irritated mind calm down a little. The doll was the only one 
that didn’t criticize Albus, didn’t reprimand her, or urge her 
to work. 

“Young lady! | know you’re here!” A voice called from 
outside the house. “You can’t just ditch your work. The 
kingdom’s already in an uproar because of His Majesty’s 
death.” 

Scowling, Albus puffed out her cheeks and reluctantly got 
up the chair. “It’s probably just another stupid meeting, or 
an audience, or complaints. | don’t have to do any of those. 
Holdem can handle all of them. Why does it have to be 
me?” 

“| think you should take some time off,” the doll said. 
“You've been working non-stop.” 

Albus smiled at the doll’s kind words. “Thanks. | have to 
go, though. I’m a person of high position. I’ll be back, 
grandma.” 

“Come visit me anytime.” 

There seemed to be a smile on the doll’s face. 





Chapter 1: Back to the Start 


Let’s go over what happened so far. Yes, it’s necessary. 
The situation is that bad. 

It all started with a civil war in the Kingdom of Wenias, 
where witches and the government clashed. 

| entered the kingdom to assist with the witch hunts, 
when | met Zero. | agreed to be her escort on the condition 
that she turned me human. Eventually my job became 
gathering information about Magic that was taken outside of 
Wenias. Now we were chasing a group of good-for-nothings 
called Cestum, our biggest headache at the moment. 

They were an annoying bunch who used a saint to cause 
a Magic-related incident in the Republic of Cleon, used Black 
Dragon Island as a test bed for Magic, and attempted to 
undermine the authority of the Church in the paradise port 
of Lutra. 

In order to obtain information about Cestum’s leader, we 
traveled all the way to Moonsbow Forest to see Thirteenth, 
Zero’s brother who was referred to as the leader in the past. 
But when we arrived, only disappointment awaited us. 

To sum it up, we traveled a long way only to find that no 
one was home. Thirteenth, who was supposed to have 
returned to the cellar in Moonsbow Forest with his disciples, 
was not around. 

“Thirteenth?” 

The moment Zero uttered his name, Thirteenth’s 
signature spell activated, a forced summoning, dragging us 
into some other place. 

Now back to the present. 

From my point of view, this was the worst part. 


“Why?!” | screamed. Who did this? For what purpose? 
What kind of torment is this? “Why is there an Ebl Boar 
here?!” 

Shaking my dizzy head from the effects of the forced 
summoning, | somehow managed to look up. 

One: It was much bigger than me. 

Two: It was enraged. 

Three: It was aware of my presence. 

When | realized it was charging straight at me, | thought | 
was dead for certain. Quickly, | looked around for Zero. 
When | couldn’t find her, | searched for Lily and then the 
priest. 

| wasn’t sure if | would call it lucky, but no one was 
nearby. If | didn’t need to protect anyone, there was only 
one thing | could do in the face of an agitated Eb! Boar. 

Escape unharmed. 

However, | concluded that it was impossible to evade the 
boar’s charge when it was already right before my eyes, so | 
decided to get rammed. 

Crossing my arms to protect my head, | curled my body, 
and at the moment the boar slammed into me, | leapt 
backwards to lessen the impact. A head-on charge from an 
Ebl Board would definitely result in some bones creaking, 
but a Beastfallen would not die from that. 

| rolled around on the ground, then immediately stood up, 
regaining my posture. The momentum of the boar’s charge 
caused it to hit a tree. 

While it was still staggered, | quickly tried to make a run 
for it, when | heard a call. 

“Mercenary!” 

| turned to the direction of the voice and saw a familiar 
black cloak behind a tree quite the distance away. 

“Witch! What are you doing there?!” 

“The priest and the rat are still unconscious! Draw that 
hunk of meat’s attention while | call their souls back!” 

“Draw its attention? That’s easier said than done.” 


| wanted to complain that | couldn’t do it, but the 
situation looked dire. Zero was holding the unmoving priest 
and Lily. 

A forced summoning is an extremely dangerous spell. If a 
person with no background in Magic was summoned, there 
was a high chance they would die. 

In fact, the first time | was force-summoned, | would have 
died if it weren’t for Zero’s help. My experience allowed me 
to move around without any problems, with only a slight 
dizziness. 

But that was beside the point. 

“You expect me to handle this on my own?!” 

| Knew | had no other choice, but | couldn’t help myself 
from getting a word or two out. 

| could not let the Ebl Boar turn its attention to Zero. If 
escaping was not an option, | just had to kill it. After 
preparing myself, | jumped out from behind the tree | was 
hiding at and faced the giant creature head-on. 

“Come at me, you giant piece of meat! I'll cut you to 
pieces and take the most delicious parts!” 

The Ebl Boar’s bloodshot eyes caught mine. It began 
rushing at me, huffing, knocking down trees in its path. | 
pulled out an explosive from my bag and threw it at its 
nose. While it didn’t have much firepower, it could serve as 
a distraction. Loud sounds and bright lights were effective 
against wild animals, after all. The startled boar shrieked 
and reared, exposing its soft belly—its weak point. 

| dashed forward at once, ducked under its belly, and 
thrust my sword deep until only the grip was visible. | then 
ran my sword vertically with all my strength. A huge amount 
of blood and guts spilled out of the Ebl Boar’s belly. 

After stumbling a few steps, its gigantic body toppled, 
knocking down a small tree. A few twitches later, it stopped 
moving completely. 

Once | confirmed that it was really dead, | was finally able 
to relax. 


“Well, compared to fighting a dragon, this was pretty 
much nothing.” 

“Nice work, Mercenary,” Zero said, clapping her hands. 
“You butchered this giant boar alone so easily. Very 
impressive. | have fallen in love with you all over again.” 

“Thank you for the compliment. What about those two? 
Are they all right?” 

“Yes, they just regained consciousness. Beastfallen never 
cease to amaze me. Rat is already acting as if nothing 
happened. The priest, though, was spewing out the contents 
of his stomach the moment he woke up.” 

“That makes me feel better.” | laughed. 

“| still feel awful, though.” 

| felt a glint of rage behind me. | looked over my shoulder 
and saw the priest standing there, pale yet still maintaining 
his dignified appearance. Lily was regarding him with 
concern. 

“Well, you look fine to me.” 

“Priests have a high tolerance for pain,” he said. “A 
normal human wouldn’t be able to get up. Anyway, how’d 
we end up in the middle of a forest?” 

“Where’s Thirteenth, even? | thought he summoned us.” 

“Given the circumstances, that is the most reasonable 
conclusion,” Zero said. “Hmm, strange. There is no sign of 
Thirteenth anywhere.” 

“What?! | thought forced summoning, you know, 
Summoned a person to the caster, not move them 
somewhere else.” 

“As far as | know, it is a Summoning spell. It can only 
summon its target to the caster.” 

Then Thirteenth should be here. 

“We were in a cave in Moonsbow Forest a while ago,” the 
priest said. “What’s this forced summoning you’re talking 
about? Some kind of Sorcery? Where are we even?” 

There were a lot of things he needed to process, but even 
we didn’t understand the situation we were in. We couldn’t 


explain things to him in detail. 

Lily turned her head up. “That’s a huge mountain,” she 
said in awe, her mouth agape. 

Mountain? | turned my head around and saw a huge 
mountain range towering like a wall, blocking our view. 

Wait a sec. A giant Ebl Boar, and a mountain range that 
blocked travelers’ path. 

“This looks familiar, Mercenary,” Zero muttered, nostalgia 
in her voice. 

“Yeah, I'll never forget this place,” | replied as if talking 
about fond times. 

Zero and | had seen this scenery before. More 
specifically, we met in this kingdom, where | signed up to be 
her bodyguard. 

A map popped in my mind. 


Map of Wenias Kingdom (Revised Edition) 

Merchants are welcome in Fomicaum, where you can 
collect rare items from all over the world. 

In the capital of Plasta, performances are held in the 
plaza every week on the day of the Goddess. 
Specialty: Juicy and tender Roasted EbI Boar (A huge 
species of boar native to Wenias). 

Warning: Wild EbI Boar live in the forests. Hunting 
them is prohibited. Stay on the roads at all times. 


| looked up at the sky. Oh, boy. 

“It looks like we’re back in Wenias.” 

“So, let me get this straight,” the priest said, his brows 
furrowed. We had already explained the situation to him as 
best we could, but he still didn’t understand completely. 
“Thanks to Thirteenth’s spell, we moved from Moonsbow 
Forest, which is located southeast of the continent, to the 
kingdom of Wenias, which is right in the middle of the 
continent. Yet we don’t see the sorcerer anywhere, and we 
don’t even know why he summoned us.” 


“That’s a rough way of putting it.” 

“Well, it’s too rough! What are we going to do now?!” 

| was tempted to answer, “I don’t know,” but we needed 
to do something. “I’m guessing the right course of action is 
finding Thirteenth?” | glanced at Zero for her opinion. 

Our original objective was to ask Thirteenth if he had ties 
to Cestum and then get some information out of him. 

“Hmm... | have been searching for any sign of Thirteenth, 
but he seems to be carefully hiding himself. | am certain he 
is in Wenias, but even | cannot determine his exact 
location.” 

“So he summoned us then went into hiding? | really don’t 
understand that guy.” 

“This is Thirteenth we are talking about. He must have a 
reason for it, but we cannot ask him why he is hiding if we 
cannot even find him. We have to locate him somehow.” 

“Well, in that case...” 

There was only one solution. 

“There is no other way,” Zero agreed. 

Lily eyed me and Zero curiously. “What is it?” she asked, 
trying to keep up with the conversation. 

“It’s best if we return to the kid,” | said. “She should be 
able to get in touch with Thirteenth.” 

“By kid, you mean?” the priest asked dubiously. 

Judging by the disgusted look on his face, he already had 
an idea, but | decided to tell him anyway. 

“The head Mage of the kingdom of Wenias—Albus.” 

“Is that you trying to tell me to assassinate them?” 

“Of course not! If that kid dies, all hell will break loose!” 

“Please don’t shout. I’m just joking. Even | wouldn’t make 
a move without orders from the Church.” 

It doesn’t sound like a joke when you Say it, you 
homicidal priest. And you can’t joke about assassinating 
someone, either. 

Wenias had wards that prevented anyone besides those 
who had Albus’s permssion from using Magic. The kingdom 


had a record of all the Mages affiliated with it—thier 
numbers, names, and background. If someone misused 
Magic, it could be taken away from them. 

Albus constantly used her magical power to keep the 
wards intact. One could say she was the wards’ cornerstone. 

If Albus died, Wenias would once again lose its ability to 
keep Magic in check. | didn’t need to explain what would 
happen afterwards. 

“| can’t believe we’re headed to the den of evil,” the 
priest said, looking genuinely dismayed. “God seems to love 
testing me.” 

Pointing at the priest, Zero looked at me with a smile on 
her face. “Look, Mercenary. The way he dislikes the idea of 
seeing a witch. He is just like you when you met me.” 

“I’m not like him!” 

“Tam not like him!” 

“Wow, they’re in perfect sync,” Lily said. 

The priest struck Lily with the tip of his staff. He always 
went all out when hitting me, but he held back a little 
against Lily. Perhaps in his mind, he considered her a child. 
Hitting her, however, suggested he didn’t see her as human. 

“Well, then. | hope you don’t mind if | gathered all the 
information | could get about the Church’s enemies,” the 
priest said. “Since they’re committed to coexisting with 
humans, | expect a warm welcome.” 

“Yeah, the kid hates discrimination, persecution, and the 
like. If you don’t do anything wrong, you probably won’t get 
thrown to jail.” 

| think. 

| pulled the Witch’s Letter out of my bag and wrote down 
a basic report. 


Currently in Wenias. Heading to the castle. 


“As terse as ever,” Zero said. 
“Her replies lately have been similar,” | replied. 


The letters | received from Albus in the beginning were 
irritably long, but these days, she rarely even replied to my 
reports. 

“Perhaps your curtness made her lose interest.” 

“She’s not a child, you know.” 

“But she is not an adult either.” 

Good point. | called her “kid,” so | was pretty much 
treating her like a child. Nevertheless, she was the chief 
Mage of Wenias. Something as trivial as the contents of my 
letter shouldn’t bother her much. 

| rolled up the letter and shoved it into my back. 

Lily cocked her head. “Are we climbing the mountain?” 

“No. If there’s an Ebl Boar, then we’re already in Wenias. 
Climbing the mountain means we’re going out. Besides, only 
wanted people who couldn’t get a permit to enter the 
kingdom would climb over the mountains.” 

Pretty sure even wanted people would find different 
routes instead of scaling a mountain. 

The mountains surrounding Wenias were not exactly easy 
to climb. They were steep, craggy, and quite high above sea 
level. You could be thoroughly prepared for a trek, yet the 
chances of dying would still be pretty high. 

That’s why the Kingdom of Wenias could remain a neutral 
state. Even when it became a Magical State that officially 
recognized witches, the Knights Templar would still not 
attack it. If the kingdom blocked the tunnels, no army could 
enter unless they scaled the mountains, and by the time 
they reached the summit, half of them would already be 
dead. 

Lily, who was unfamiliar with the local geography, didn’t 
understand, however. | could explain it with a map, but 
unfortunately, | didn’t have one right now. 

The priest still looked unwell. He took a small breath of 
the air. “Wherever we are, it’s probably not a good idea to 
stay here long. The smell of blood will attract wild animals. 


It would be great if we found the road while it’s still light 
out, but which way do we go?” 

“Hmm... Well, if we walk along the mountain,” | said, 
“we'll eventually find a road in a few days.” 

“A few days? We can take some of the meat from this 
boar for food, but we don’t have enough water. We need to 
find a river somewhere.” 

“| will use divination to determine a path,” Zero cut in. 
“Divining the general direction is simple enough.” 

Lily tugged at my pants. 

“What is it?” | asked, looking at her. Kinda busy right now. 
“Something wrong?” 

She pointed east. “The closest one is this way.” 

“What?” 

“A big road full of people. Everyone’s saying it’s close.” 

“Everyone who?” 

My eyes fell lower, down to the ground. A few rats were 
gathered there. Frightened by my gaze, they jumped and 
scampered away. 

Right. She can talk rat. Wherever you go in the world, 
there would always be rats. Which meant you could always 
have someone to ask directions from. 

“You're not going to believe what a rat says, are you?” 
the priest said, clear disgust in his expression. He was 
glaring at Lily. 

Puffing out her cheeks, Lily clung to my leg, unable to say 
anything back. 

Zero patted her head. “I believe you,” she said. “In fact, 
there is no room for doubt.” 

“I’m in too,” | said. “Lead the way, squirt.” 

“I’m not a squirt.” 

“Yes, you are.” 

“Why are you so mean?! You called me by my name a 
while ago!” 

“| got tired of it, and squirt just rolls off the tongue 
better.” 


Lily slammed her tail on the ground to express her 
annoyance. 

The priest turned his head to the sky. “This is a cruel 
joke.” 

If you don’t wanna come, then whatever. 

The three of us started walking, and the priest followed 
reluctantly. 

“Quit complaining then if you’re just gonna follow us,” | 
remarked. 

As usual, he smacked me with his staff. There was 
laughter for a while. 


A while later... 


Following Lily’s lead, we eventually reached a road before 
nightfall—the mountain tunnel that led to the kingdom. 

Although they called it a tunnel, the road was actually 
wide enough for five or six carriages, with a high ceiling. 
Given the stalls and inns that lined the road, you could even 
call it a town. These establishments poured all the way 
outside, and even now various stalls were actively calling 
customers. 

There were guards, but no gates, and even though it was 
already dark, people and carriages were still coming and 
going incessantly. 

“It seems we have arrived,” Zero said. 

“Sure does.” | nodded. 

“What a big road,” Lily said in awe, mouth agape. 

She always says the same thing about everything. 

The priest expressed his defeat by clicking his tongue. 
“Something’s wrong,” he said, frowning. 

“What?” 

“If my ears are serving me right, there’s a spot over there 
where people are gathering.” He pointed to the tunnel. 

Beside the entrance was a long, horizontal hut where 
travelers were lining up. Upon closer observation, | saw a 


long horizontal window on its wall. People with matching 
hats who looked to be officials were sitting in line. 

“As far as | can tell from the conversation, that’s an 
immigration window,” the priest said. “And travelers who 
have passed through the screening process enter the 
tunnels. That means that we are outside the mountain 
range that surrounds the kingdom of Wenias.” 

“Don’t be silly. I’m pretty sure you can’t find an Eb! Boar 
outside.” 

“That might not necessarily be true, Mercenary,” Zero 
said. “Look at that sign.” 

A signboard propped up by the road bore a warning in 
conspicuous red letters. 


Caution! 

If you leave the main road, you might get attacked by 
security Ebl Boars. 

Please ask State Mages to escort you when entering 
or leaving the country. It’s free. 


“What the hell is that? Was it there before?” 

“No, at least not when we left.” 

The State Mages it mentioned probably referred to the 
Mages in matching robes waiting near the sign. Apparently 
one Mage escorted around ten travelers at once. 

“Security Ebl Boar? What does that mean? Are they 
capturing Ebl Boars and releasing them into the forests 
outside of the kingdom to prevent invasion from other 
countries?” 

“| suppose,” the priest answered. “Wenias officially 
recognized witches. That means devout followers of the 
Church from neighboring countries won’t just sit around and 
do nothing. From what I’ve heard at the Lutra Cathedral, 
there was an explosion in the tunnel some time ago.” 

“That sounds horrifying.” 


Lutra Cathedral was a huge church in Telzem, a maritime 
nation where the Sea of Paradise was located. 

It was one of the seven cathedrals built in the major cities 
of the continent. These cathedrals constantly received the 
latest information through reports from devotees and 
clergymen scattered around the world. 

However, no matter how fast you traveled, it would take 
at least two months to get from Wenias to Lutra. The 
shortest route was to go from Wenias to the Republic of 
Cleon, and then enter Telzem by sea from the port city of 
Ideaverna. Still, most people didn’t actually go to the 
cathedral to provide information specifically; they did it 
mostly as an afterthought, which meant news from afar 
would take even longer to arrive. 

If that was the case, the explosion in the tunnel must 
have happened right after we boarded the ship at 
Ideaverna. If such an incident had occurred while we were 
wandering around Cleon, we would have heard about it 
immediately. 

“So Wenias is beefing up security by releasing Ebl Boars 
in the forests outside the kingdom. | guess covert operations 
are not really possible with those things prowling about. The 
average army probably can’t even make camp. Still, it’s 
quite disturbing.” 

“Which is why they are offering escorts,” Zero said. “A 
giant boar is simply a lump of delicious meat in the face of a 
Mage. In any case, one thing is clear. We are outside 
Wenias.” 

“| knew all along,” Lily said. “I knew we had to go beyond 
the mountain. But you didn’t believe me.” 

“Yeah, yeah, my bad,” | said. 

Lily let out an annoyed groan. She picked up stones and 
twigs nearby and threw them at me. 

Zero patted Lily on the head. “Nice work, Rat. Thanks to 
you, | will be able to eat a lot of good food tonight, cleanse 
myself in warm water, and sleep in a soft bed.” 


“Ehehe...” Lily stopped throwing stones at me and smiled 
brightly. 

It was a charming sight. Eventually Lily began squirming 
uncomfortably under Zero’s touch. But the witch didn’t let 
her go. 

“Um, it tickles... N-No...” 

Zero laughed, her hands creeping about as she embraced 
Lily. “This delicate and smooth feel. So soft and fluffy. Do 
you know what | have in mind? If you wash your body with a 
fragrant soap and dry it well, you will be the best body 
pillow. Mercenary will be my bed, and you will be my pillow. 
My perfect bed is then comple—” 





“Drop it, you pervert!” | smacked Zero’s head with my fist 
and pulled Lily to me. 

Zero bent down, holding her head. 

| lifted Lily to my shoulder to protect her from the 
deplorable witch. “I’m confiscating her. I’ll be carrying her 
for a while.” 

“M-My pillow is taking my special seat!” 

“She’s not your pillow, and my shoulder’s not your 
special seat!” 

“You are horrible! Do you prefer younger girls over me? 
Are you tired of my smooth skin and want the fluffy fur of a 
rat?!” 

“How'd it get to that?! Stop making it sound like I’m a 
freak!” 

“l-Is that true?” Lily said, a look of betrayal on her face. 

“Hell no! Why are you looking at me like that?! I’m 
protecting you!” 

The priest cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to bother your 
foolish exchange.” 

We all froze. | turned around to see the priest standing 
there idly, flabbergasted. Behind him was a brawny man. A 
worker, it seemed. 

“| found us a place to stay,” the priest said. “Two 
Beastfallen, a witch, and a priest. They say there’s no 
problem. Although they’re beginning to show some 
reluctance at the sight of you.” 


“We've had a lot of Beastfallen guests lately,” the man 
said. “You know how Wenias welcomes witches, right? And 
powerful witches can turn Beastfallen back into humans, so 
they’re flocking in from various countries.” 

The inn that the priest found—more like a barker 
approached him—was located a short distance from the 
entrance to the tunnel. 

The man seemed accustomed to Beastfallen. He talked to 
us in a caSual tone as he led the way, even admiring Lily, 


saying, “I didn’t know there were such cute Beastfallen too.” 

Almost a year had passed since we left Wenias. 
Beastfallen were welcomed as a force to kill witches before, 
but the atmosphere felt even friendlier now. 

“Are you here to become human too?” he asked. “Or you 
wanna serve a witch?” 

“Serve a witch?” Frowning, | glanced at Zero. 

The witch was too busy eating grilled venison—she was 
carrying a lot—to hear what the servant said. 

“Witches find Beastfallen useful. They used to collect 
their heads, but blood and claws can be used as substitutes, 
so now they want live Beastfallen.” 

“| see.” 

“If you want to become human, though, there’s a long 
waiting list. Many probably don’t know how to live once they 
turn human. Others just want to be hired as Beastfallen. Not 
many can find a job like me.” 

| stared at the man in disbelief. He gave a toothy grin and 
looked straight at me. “Well? | look completely human, don’t 
I? You might not believe it, but | used to be half-bear until 
recently. | was much bigger and stronger too.” 

“| can’t believe it. How does it feel to become human 
again?” 

“It’s more like | became human than returning to a 
human form. I’m still getting used to my human body, and 
when | look in the mirror, | get scared. I’d be like ‘Whoa, 
who's that?’ When | try to lift something heavy like | used to, 
| get depressed when it doesn’t move at all. Everyone looks 
at me funny when | say this, but now | miss the days when | 
was a bear.” 

“Do you want to become a Beastfallen again?” 

“| don’t know. I’m not sure. When | was a bear, | thought 
it would be great to be a normal human being, but | guess 
that’s not the case. But then when | was still Beastfallen, | 
had a strong urge for cannibalism. You've heard of it, right? 


The more a Beastfallen yearns to become human, the faster 
they turn into a real beast.” 

“I’ve heard about it. But isn’t that just a myth?” 
Shrugging, the man gave a vague smile. “Who knows? 
Anyway, if I’d stayed a Beastfallen, I'd have completely lost 

my mind. From what I’ve heard, you can’t turn a crazed 
Beastfallen back into a human. Even if the body turned 
human, the beast soul still remains, and they can’t live long. 
Now there are good things about becoming human, 
though.” 

The man smiled and jerked his chin to the direction we 
were headed. Colorful lanterns from the stalls lining up the 
street illuminated the tunnel. Apparently, there was a 
regulation that stated each store must have one lantern. 

At the entrance of a small inn with a red lantern, a 
woman was waving at us. 

“That’s my wife,” the man said. “As a Beasfallen, you 
Should know how happy | am.” 

“Are you trying to rub it in? How about | strangle you to 
death?” 

The man let out a hearty laugh. He didn’t even flinch 
from my threat. That’s a former Beastfallen, all right. 

“Let the man talk,” Zero cut in as she finished eating. 
“You may not have a wife, but you do have me. Am | right?” 

“What do you think, squirt?” 

| turned the conversation to Lily. 

Lily gave a jerk. “What?! Me?!” She started panicking. 
“Um... 1, uhh... I-l don’t know...” 

The priest poked Lily’s head with his staff. “You don’t 
have to give him a serious answer. Just say something like 
‘Don’t ask me, dimwit!’” 

“Who're you calling a dimwit?!” 

“| thought you’d realize what a dimwit you are by now. 
You're not as good a learner as | thought.” 

“I! don’t mean to interrupt your friendly banter, but can 
we move on?” the man said, appalled. 


The priest immediately disregarded the whole 
conversation. “I'll take a room by myself,” he said, then 
strode inside the inn. 

“lam sharing a room with Mercenary,” Zero added. 

“Uhm... |... I'll stay in a storage room, then...” Lily said. 

“No, silly,” | said. “You’re staying with us in the same 
room.” 

Lily’s ears and tail stiffened. Her gaze wandered. “But... 
it’s dangerous... You might be fine, but what about her?” 
She looked genuinely distressed. 

She was worried about spreading a disease, apparently. 
Rats carry epidemics. She was still bothered by the fact that 
she basically killed the children of her village and her own 
parents a long time ago. 

Since she joined us, we’d been sleeping out in the open 
or in stables. We had never stayed at an actual inn. She was 
probably worried about spending too much time with 
someone else in the same room. 

Zero smiled at her. “Fret not,” she said. “Unless you bite 
someone with clear intent to harm them, you will not spread 
any disease. If a little saliva caused problems, you could not 
have lived with your step-parents for years. No matter how 
careful you were.” 

“R-Really?” 

“Above all, | am an extraordinary witch. Your power will 
not kill me. You might not believe it, but | am stronger than 
Mercenary.” 

Lily looked relieved. She pretty much followed us on her 
own, but perhaps that’s why she was careful not to hurt us. 


So the three of us ended up staying in the same room. 

The inn was built by hollowing a cave, like an ant’s nest. 
It was much larger than it looked from the entrance. Red 
and blue lanterns lit up the bare earthen walls, giving the 
whole place a strange hue. 


Lily scurried around the room, searching for things, and 
then ran to a corner, carrying some cushions. 

“What are you doing?” | asked. 

“Making a bed.” 

“There’s one right over there.” 

Fortunately, the room had two beds. Zero would get into 
my bed anyway, so Lily would have the other one. 

Eyes glistening, Lily was about to climb to the bed, when 
she stopped. 

“I’m dirty.” 

“What?” 

Lily held out both her hands, and sure enough, they were 
dirty. Her white fur seemed to have darkened somewhat 
from absorbing dirt and dust. 

Sensing a gaze, | glanced to the side to see Zero staring 
at me with a smirk. 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” | asked. 

“If she is dirty, then you must be filth.” 

“Filth?! Can’t you choose your words more properly?! 
You're actually hurting my feelings!” 

“You are covered in dried blood and dirt, Black Beast of 


” 


“Aaaaah! Stop saying that name already!” | barked, 
baring my claws. “It has a gruesome history, okay?!” 

Zero laughed. “Now, now. No need to get furious,” she 
said without a hint of shame. 

She was right, though. | had not washed the Eb! Boar 
blood off my head with water, only wiped it. | must look 
miserable with all the bugs and leaves sticking to the dried 
blood. 

“| need a bath.” 

“Indeed. Even | feel reluctant to sleep in your arms at the 
moment.” 

Then all of a sudden, a knock came at the door. | opened 
it, revealing the man who led us here. 

“The hot water’s ready, boss. You need a tub too, right?” 


That’s a Beastfallen for you. He knows just what | need. 

As | went to take the huge wooden bucket, the man 
frowned and pulled it away. 

“This is for the ladies,” he said. “You will wash yourself in 
the washroom.” 

“Why just me?” 

“| have a better question. Are you planning to bathe with 
them?” 

| quietly left the room. That was close. | almost took my 
clothes off in front of Zero and Lily without batting an eye. 
Clearly a bad influence from Zero. 

“Besides, that’s blood, isn’t it?” the man said. “You have 
to wash it off, or it’Il dye your fur.” 

“You're absolutely right. Kinda late for this, but I’m 
Surprised you decided to rent us a room. Normally, you’d 
turn right around when you see a Beastfallen bathed in 
blood.” 

“Call it a survival strategy. If the other inns don’t want 
you, you'd be willing to pay a little more than usual to get a 
room. This inn basically caters to Beastfallen.” 

“Right. And you used to be a Beastfallen as well.” 

He laughed. “That’s right.” 

“Do the owners know you used to be a Beastfallen?” 

“Yeah, | told them. That’s why my wage is a little lower 
than the others.” 

“They think you'd be willing to work for less money 
because you were a Beastfallen? Well, ain’t that a great 
survival strategy.” 

“Oh, don’t be so cynical. I’m just grateful to be hired. | 
can’t really complain. Actually, my Beastfallen habits are 
quite ingrained in me that I’m prone to making some crazy 
mistakes.” 

“Such as?” 

“Such as appearing naked in front of a guest or smelling 
a woman I’ve never met before.” 


| burst out laughing. But when | thought about it, it wasn’t 
all that funny. | could end up doing the same. 

“Still, I’m managing. | feel completely naked ’cause | 
don’t have fangs, claws, or fur, but I’m starting to think that 
this is normal.” 

“Say, how do you become human again? Do you just 
listen as a witch chants a spell or something?” 

He laughed. “People always ask me that when they find 
out I’m a former Beastfallen.” He pointed at his chest. “You 
die once. You kill your Beastfallen self. Then you'll be born 
as a human.” 

“Quit exaggerating.” 

“I'm telling it as it is. In fact, my last words asa 
Beasfallen was, ‘You witches tricked me.’ | really thought | 
was a goner.” 

Zero said she could turn me human like it was nothing, so 
| thought it would be easy. Now | learned it was quite 
dangerous. 

Nevertheless, he was clearly human. 

My dream was to become human one day and open a 
tavern in the countryside. I’d get me a pretty wife, some 
noisy kids, and spend a quiet and peaceful life. 

This man was living my dream. Yet | didn’t feel envious, 
nor did | wish to be him. | was simply curious. Questions 
gnawed at my mind. Did he really have no regrets? Had he 
ever thought about becoming a Beastfallen again? 

Was it worth giving up the power of a beast to live asa 
normal human? 

lam here. 

Zero’s daring yet teasing smile flickered in my mind. 

Isn’t that right, Mercenary? 

“What are you standing around for?” the man said. “Here, 
take the soap. After you’re done washing, you can use 
whatever cloth lying around there to wipe yourself. We’re 
gonna throw them out anyway, so don’t be shy.” The man 
left the bathroom. 


“Hey,” | called, stopping him. “Take this.” | tossed him a 
lump of meat wrapped in a cloth. It was the tastiest cut of 
meat | took from the Ebl Boar. “Use that for dinner. Your 
family can have the rest.” 

“You sure? Thanks! My wife’s in charge of the kitchen. You 
can look forward to dinner.” He flashed a broad grin. 

| sighed as | watched him go. 

| surveyed the washroom. The horse care products 
stacked on the shelf indicated that it used to be a place to 
wash the guests’ horses. There was a huge wooden tub 
filled with used water in the corner. It seemed to be left over 
from cooking and cleaning. Since there was no other water 
in sight, | was probably supposed to wash myself with it. 

“! guess that’s good enough for me.” 

After taking off my clothes, | poured cold water over my 
head. The blood that had almost completely dried dissolved 
and streamed across the floor, as if | were bleeding. 

“You look like a hairy bubble monster, Mercenary.” 

As | was rinsing off all the blood from my body with cold 
water, Zero appeared with a familiar line. Her hair was wet. 
She must have been in the hot bath until moments ago. She 
smelled of fine-quality soap, unlike the one | was using. 

“This reminds me of the first inn we stayed in,” she said. 
“Shall | help you wash your back like last time?” 

“Nah. It’s cold water this time.” 

“| could easily turn cold water boiling hot if | wanted to.” 

“You're gonna burn me! Anyway, | thought you were 
gonna clean the little squirt.” 

“Il did. Thoroughly, at that. | was able to get the ideal 
texture. | would have loved to caress her a little longer, but 
she crawled into the bed like a mole.” 

“Poor girl.” 

“Indeed. | missed the opportunity to savor that wonderful 
texture.” 

“Not you, the pipsqueak.” 


Zero pursed her lips. “I see you are taking her side again. 
So you do prefer young women?” 
By now | knew better than to take her nonsense seriously. 


One year, huh? 

It was too short a time for our relationship to be called 
long-term. On the other hand, we didn’t exactly just met 
either. 

“So, what do you want?” | said. “Did you come here to 
peep as usual?” | rinsed the suds off my body. There was no 
longer any blood or dirt in the water. 

“That is simply rude. You would have trouble drying your 
fur without me. | think you should be more welcoming to 
this beautiful woman who has come to help you bathe.” 
Zero snapped her fingers. 

My wet fur dried in an instant. “Thanks.” 

“You are welcome.” She chuckled. “How about we take 
this opportunity to comb you as well?” 

“No thanks. I’m just gonna get dirty again anyway. | 
mean, seriously, what are you doing here?” 

“If | said ‘to nurture my love for you,’ you probably will 
not believe me. If you want a reason, | gathered some 
information about the explosion that the priest was talking 
about.” 

“Really, now? Did you find something interesting?” 

“Hardly. Apparently, the mastermind behind the explosion 
was a nobleman from a small country bordering the 
kingdom of Wenias. He is a devout follower of the Church. 
He hired bandits to collapse the tunnel, blocking the road 
that led to the abominable Magical State. However, only a 
few stores were destroyed, and the culprits were arrested. 
Wenias strongly condemned the act, but the nobleman said 
that he was being falsely accused, and even called the 
kingdom a despicable liar.” 

| frowned. “Yeah... That sounds like a yikes.” 


“Indeed. Incidentally, the man who led us here was at the 
scene of the bombing. He was hired after he protected the 
owners’ daughter. Apparently, he thought he would be 
perfectly fine, but being a normal human, he ended up ina 
critical condition for ten days. He laughed, saying he did not 
expect a human body to be so fragile.” 

“The harm to the civilian population has dramatically 
worsened Wenias’ relations with the surrounding nations,” 
she continued. “There is a growing distrust of the Church in 
Wenias, and rumors are circulating in neighboring countries 
that Wenias is suspicious. Remember the signboard about 
Mage escorts?” 

“Yeah. Escorts to protect travelers from Eb! Boars.” 

“Well, the Mage are there to protect the travelers from 
hired bandits, not Ebl Boars. There are plenty of Church 
followers who are willing to pay a bounty if you attack a 
traveler on the road leading to Wenias.” 

“Now that’s just horrific.” 

“A yikes?” Zero laughed, mimicking my tone. 

There were four tunnels that led to Wenias—on the north, 
south, east and west. Since the kingdom was surrounded by 
other countries, you must pass through the neighboring 
nations first to enter Wenias. 

Given the current situation, Church followers probably 
considered everyone entering Wenias as shady people. 

Those who couldn’t stand the idea of aspiring Mages or 
Beastfallen looking to be a servant passing through their 
own country would start thinking about destroying the 
tunnels and roads leading to the kingdom. 

“They know they’d be the ones in trouble if their own 
nation’s merchants couldn’t go to Wenias,” | said. “They 
must really hate the kingdom.” 

“They are past salvation. Hatred is one of the most 
difficult human emotions to control. There must be a few 
things you despise too.” 

“You mean besides the homicidal priest?” 


Zero laughed. 

“Hmm? What’s going on outside?” 

Sensing a commotion and a disturbing atmosphere, | 
strained my ears, focusing my attention outside the inn. 

It sounded like people were searching for someone. They 
must be furious, since | could hear their shouts all the way 
here. 

“This does not look good,” Zero said. “As unfortunate as it 
is, | Suggest you put on your clothes.” 

“What do you mean by that?!” 

“| can explain if you want me to—” 

| dismissed Zero’s nonsense with a wave of my arm and 
put on my clothes. Washing myself seemed pointless when | 
still ended up wearing the same bloody clothes, but | had no 
time to wash them right now. 

While | was putting on my gear, the noise came closer 
and closer. Eventually, the ruckus reached the inn. 

“We're looking for the one who killed an EbI Boar!” one 
shouted. “We have received a report that a Beastfallen 
covered in blood entered this inn! Anyone who fits the 
description must come forward immediately!” 

Zero and | exchanged glances. Aw, shit. 

“If my ears did not deceive me, | believe they are 
referring to you,” Zero said. 

“If my eyes didn’t deceive me back then, | was the one 
who killed the Ebl Boar.” 

The sign mentioned security Ebl Boars. If they were killed, 
it would definitely cause an uproar. 

“Sounds like they found out too soon, though.” 

“Maybe they have a system in place to check their 
numbers. What should we do? Run?” 

“Go back to the room and tell the little squirt and the 
priest the situation? Unfortunately, | don’t think we’ll have 
time for that.” 

Loud footsteps were coming towards us. | could hear the 
manservant calling them to stop. 


Zero, who was standing near the door, snuck a quick 
glance down the hallway. “Oh, now this is interesting,” she 
said, her face bright. She then came beside me. “Feast your 
eyes for something unusual.” 

I'd already felt it since moments ago. This smell. This 
presence. 

Three people barged into the washroom. Or should | say, 
three animals? 

“Wow. They’re all Beastfallen,” | remarked. 

“By the looks of it,” Zero said, her eyes glittering, “we 
have a cow, a dog, and is that a lizard? | have some 
reservations about calling a reptile a beast warrior.” 

After elbowing Zero a little, | folded my hands behind my 
head in a show of non-resistance. Zero followed my lead, 
saying, “Are you fine with this?” 

The three Beastfallen looked disappointed. 

“What do we do again if they don’t resist?” 

“Tie them up, | guess?” 

Amateurs. My guess would be that the kingdom began 
hiring Beastfallen as guards, but it was still in the testing 
stages, and they hadn’t been fully trained yet. 

Zero cleared her throat, drawing their attention. “Perhaps 
this will make things easier,” she said. “We resisted, and 
you subdued us. Now you are restraining us. What do you 
do next?” 

“Questioning, of course,” one of them replied. “Like why’d 
you kill the Ebl Boar, or how big is your gang.” 

“So we should take them to the captain.” 

“Yeah. let’s do that. ” 

Yeah, | don’t know about hiring these guys for security. 
Letting out a sigh, | glanced at their backs, down the 
hallway. 

The priest was standing there, masking his presence. He 
could cut off their heads in a split-second if he wanted to. 
Lily was also at his feet, ready to set a swarm of rats at any 
moment. 


| quietly shook my head. We were in Wenias, where Albus 
was a bigshot. It would be better to wait for her intervention 
than create chaos now and produce casualties. 

Only Zero and | were taken away, leaving the priest and 
Lily behind at the inn. 

The man working at the inn wore a complicated look on 
his face as he held a piece of the Ebl Boar meat in his hand, 
so | gestured to him, “They won’t find out if you don’t say 
anything. Just eat it quietly.” 

We probably wouldn’t be coming back to the inn anyway. 

The Beastfallen’s commanding officer seemed to be at 
the entrance of the tunnel—outside the kingdom. 

Because of our complete lack of resistance, we were not 
subjected to the humiliation of being tied up in ropes, 
chains, and collars. 

As such, Zero was in a fine mood, walking like she was 
just taking a little stroll, which would have been fine, if she 
wasn’t so curious about the reptile’s scales and the cow’s 
horns. 

What annoyed me more than anything was that the three 
Beastfallen were fawning over Zero, captivated by her looks. 

“Young lady, are you really a witch? Maybe | should apply 
to be your servant.” 

“I'd rather serve a pretty witch than be worked like a 
Slave by that guy.” 

| felt ashamed for them. 

“Is your commanding offer such a terrifying man?” Zero 
asked. 

“Oh, he’s more than just terrifying! For a Beastfallen, he’s 
really good with the sword,” the cow said. “You can’t even 
best him with pure strength alone.” 

Beastfallen couldn’t receive formal education, so when it 
came to swordsmanship, the best they could do was swing 
their weapon around randomly. 

A Beastfallen could defeat an ordinary human ina 
swordfight through sheer power, but in a battle between two 


Beastfallen, the one who had undergone proper 
swordsmanship training would win. 

“And he serves the chief Mage,” the dog said. “If we 
disobey him, we’ll get reported, and then it’s over for us.” 
His fur bristled, and his ears drooped. 

“What do you mean by over?” Zero asked. 

“They’ll turn us into humans!” 

“Sounds like a good thing,” | remarked. 

“How?!” the three of them yelled at the same time. 

“Being human means you won't be able to fight! For 
those of us who only know fighting, that’s pretty much a 
death sentence. We won’t survive!” 

They did look like a bunch of musclebrains. | dreamed of 
owning a tavern because of my cooking skills, but these 
guys didn’t have any dreams at all. 

“Besides, while we wait our turn, we’re headed to the 
shed. Worst case, you’re dead before you even become 
human.” 

“A shed?” 

“We're here. No more chitchat.” The lizard stopped a few 
steps after exiting the tunnel. 

| spotted a knight wearing a cloak with fancy embroidery. 
He had pointy ears, a long nose, and a bushy tail. He had 
his back turned to us, but he was definitely a Beastfallen. 

That tacky dude’s the captain? That back looks familiar. 

“Captain!” the lizard called. “We found the Beastfallen 
that killed the Ebl Boar!” 

The knight’s ears perked up, and he turned around. 

“Wait, Pooch?” | muttered. 

“| said I’m a wolf!” he howled, baring his fangs. “Who the 
hell—” 

The moment he saw me, he froze completely, and his jaw 
dropped. “B-Bro?! A-A-And the Murky Darkness Witch! | 
thought | smelled a familiar scent. | didn’t think it was 
actually you!” 


Things finally clicked. A wolf Beastfallen who was good 
with the sword and served the chief Mage of the kingdom. 

“Ah, right! Of course. By chief Mage, they meant the kid. 
Her servant could only be you.” 

This guy was a special case. A noble by birth, he learned 
the basics of swordsmanship from his time as a knight. He 
then asked the great Solena to turn him into a Beastfallen. 

But | never had the impression that he was terrifying and 
strong. 

“Why are you looking at me like that, bro?” he asked. 

“Just impressed how your tricks got you this far.” 

“It’s not a trick! I’m actually skilled! Do you know how 
many times I’ve quelled revolts by meatheads?!” 

“Really? You? Skilled? You almost died after setting a 
wannabe witch at me. You were also shaking when my 
employer removed every fur from your body.” 

“Hey, stop! Keep it down! Don’t say stuff like that in front 
of my men!” 

| decided to show what little kindness | had and shut my 
mouth. 

Zero chuckled. “Your subordinates seem to fear you,” she 
said. “It has been a while, Dog.” 

“| keep telling you, I’m not a... No, never mind. What are 
you doing here?” 

“Your men brought us here.” | jerked my chin at the 
baffled Beastfallen trio. 

Baring his fangs, Pooch glared at his subordinates. 

“Stop that,” Zero said. “It is an undeniable fact that we— 
rather, Mercenary—killed the Ebl Boar. They are simply 
doing their job.” 

Pooch let his ears and tail drop. “How did it get to this? 
Wait, you said in the Witch Letter that you were headed to 
Moonsbow Forest!” 

“Well, things happened,” | said. “We were planning to 
head to the castle first thing tomorrow morning. | sent word 


to the kid using the Witch Letter as well. As for the Eb! Boar, 
| had no choice but to kill it. Our friends couldn’t move, so.” 
“No choice? You could have just ran away. Do you know 
how hard it is to catch one and transport it alive?!” 
“| didn’t have time to consider that. Not like we knew the 
situation to begin with.” 


“But still...” Pooch pressed his forehead and sighed. 
What, am | at fault here? 

“So, Dog.” 

“Wolf.” 


“Wolf,” Zero corrected herself, facing Pooch. “Why are 
you here? It is a little strange to me that you are not with 
the lass.” 

“I'd like to be by her side too, but I’m under direct orders 
from the young lady. We’re inviting a noble from Cleon, but 
it’s gotten dangerous around these parts lately, so I’ve been 
assigned to guard them. It’s even worse here in the 
southern tunnel, where relations with neighboring countries 
have worsened.” 

“We heard there was an explosion.” 

“You know about that?” Pooch’s ears perked up in 
surprise. “We have tons of problems. Bandits out on the 
roads, roadblocks to harass travelers trying to enter the 
kingdom, false accusations of detention. So when we found 
out an Ebl Boar died, we assumed some bandits snuck in 
and might cause another explosion.” 

“You just have to bring it up again, huh? | said | had no 
other choice.” 

“Yeah, yeah, | get it. Anyway, | actually just guarded a 
dummy. The real noble has already entered the kingdom a 
while ago. Bandits even attacked us, thinking the dummy 
was the real one.” 

The plan was probably to create the impression that 
Wenias was an incompetent nation that couldn’t even 
protect nobles from bandits. Then the masses wouldn’t 
believe in a Magical State anymore. 


The people who firmly believed that witches were evil 
wanted reasons to destroy Wenias’s reputation and 
denounce the kingdom. 

“Anyway, it’s good that you’re back. I’m sure the young 
lady will be delighted. She’s been on edge lately, so your 
presence is welcome.” Pooch relaxed a little. 

After the feelings of surprise and anger subsided, the joy 
of reunion finally came to him. 

Then all of a sudden, roars and screams came from the 
tunnel as the travelers waiting for immigration drew their 
swords at once. There were about twenty of them, almost 
half of the people here. 

“In the name of the noble Goddess, we bring the hammer 
down on the wicked witches!” one bellowed. “We will close 
the tunnel to hell, and give peace to the powerless!” 

Those who had their swords drawn then pounced on 
anyone they could see. 

“Not again!” Pooch shouted. “This is the third time in the 
last fifteen days! Can’t they just give up already?!” 

“Who are they?” 

“As you can see, they’re Church followers who hate 
Wenias for harboring witches. They’re the kids of some 
bigshots. Killing them would be bad, so we drive them away, 
but they keep coming back.” 

“Sounds like a huge pain in the ass.” 

Pooch instructed his men to go check the tunnel, then ran 
to protect travelers. | knocked out the reckless idiots who 
dared to attack Zero. | looked around. What now? 

“You are unusually calm, Mercenary, despite it being a 
battlefield,” Zero said. 

“It’s not a battlefield, though.” 

| was uSually the kind of guy to skedaddle, but this time, 
the aggressors were just blockheads. They looked to be 
trained with the sword, but they had no desire to actually 
kill. 


In other words, this whole thing was a sham—a game 
where they started a fight because they knew they wouldn’t 
get killed. 

“Their goal is to cause chaos and spread the word that 
it’s dangerous to go to Wenias,” | said. “If the perpetrators 
are related to bigshots, they’ll just pay to get them released 
if they’re ever arrested. They know that if they’re killed, it 
will give the impression that Wenias is a cruel nation. It’s a 
common harassment tactic.” 

“That sounds annoying.” 

“I'd love to see harassment that’s not annoying. Anyway, 
I'll just make things worse if | butt in. If one even dies on 
either side, this whole sham will turn into a real fight.” 

Perhaps it was because they couldn’t kill any of the 
aggressors, or perhaps they were worried about hitting 
civilians, but the Mages were prioritizing defense and 
protecting civilians while waiting for the enemy to run out of 
energy. 

One of the Mages built a defensive wall with Etrach. They 
healed the injured with Cordia behind the wall, while firing 
Steim at the legs of the attackers. 

The Mages seemed accustomed to the attacks, but the 
travelers were trembling with fear at the sudden threat to 
their lives. They began praying to the gods in desperation. 

“| find this turmoil a little vexing,” Zero said. “So we 
simply need to seize all of them alive, yes?” 

“Can you do that?” 

“A foolish question. It will only take a moment.” 

With an evil-like sneer, Zero raised her arms to her chest. 
| could feel the surrounding forest stirring. It was as if a 
giant serpent was wriggling underground. 

“Meeza Ri Qib! Squirm forth and ensnare! Chapter of 
Capture, Page Eight: Caplata! Grant me power, for | am 
Zero!” 

As soon as she finished chanting, countless vines jutted 
out from under the ground towards the sky, blocking my 


vision. They stretched towards their target at an incredible 
range and speed. 

In the blink of an eye, the vines coiled around all twenty 
or so idiots, then tied them onto the ground and tree trunks. 
Only a few seconds passed from the time Zero chanted 
the spell until it was all over. | had seen Caplata serveral 

times before. 

“Wow,” | said. “That literally just took a moment.” 

“Caplata is a spell from the eighth page, after all,” Zero 
said. “Its effect varies depending on the caster’s power. In 
my case, | can bind a thousand enemies like this in an 
instant.” 

A cheer erupted from the dumbfounded and silent crowd. 

“Did you see that?! That was Magic!” 

“Incredible... It took all the thugs down without even 
hurting anyone!” 

“See? | told you, didn’t 1? We’re gonna be Mages for sure! 
I’m sick of the Church and their constant sermons!” 

Going from fear to excitement, the travelers stood up and 
began attacking the aggressors. Pooch quickly stepped in to 
stop them, but they threw stones at the troublemakers, spat 
at them, and even shouted profanities. It was like a public 
execution. 

The attackers reaped what they sowed, but when people 
who had no self-control began lynching, death was highly 
likely. It would be best to stop them while it was still early. 

“What are you all doing?!” 

With impeccable timing, the perfect guy for the job 
appeared from the tunnel. He wore a leather patch over his 
eyes, and he had conspicuous green hair—the adjudicator 
from Dea Ignis. 

“Everybody, stand down! You should know that lynching 
is prohibited by the Church!” 

His commanding voice poured cold water over the 
agitated group’s heads. One by one, they dropped the 


stones in their hands, and quickly took several steps 
backward as if they hadn’t done anything. 

The attackers regained their spirits. “He’s right!” they 
shouted. 

“We expected as much from the people who’re trying to 
enter a witches’ lair!” one added. “They’re all rotten to the 
core! The witches of Wenias murdered the king and took the 
throne. The moment you set foot on that bloodstained land, 
your souls will be cursed and you will soend your next life as 
miserable Beast—Ow!” 

The priest struck the man with his staff. “Silence, knave. 
If those who set foot in the kingdom are cursed, then what 
about the clergymen protecting the church in Wenias? 
Brainless fools. Don’t use God’s name to commit selfish 
acts.” 

Dismissed by the priest he thought was on their side, the 
man turned red and went silent. 

He must be the son of the bigshot. Upon closer look, he 
seemed to be wearing fine clothes, and his sword had some 
elaborate design. 

“Hey, priest,” | called. “How’s the situation in the tunnel?” 

The priest scowled in annoyance. “It’s a mess. A bunch of 
people with swords suddenly started wreaking havoc, then a 
bunch of Beastfallen who don’t know how to hold back 
barged in. It almost ended in a disaster.” 

“You didn’t kill them, did you?” 

“Why don’t you ask them?” He pointed behind him with 
his staff. 

Pooch’s subordinates appeared, dragging the 
troublemakers they had tied up. They seemed to be fine. All 
three of them were mumbling, “Rats... rats...” repeatedly, 
like they were having a nightmare. 

“This is a perfect example of a bunch of idiots grouping 
up but amounting to nothing,” the priest said. “With 
subordinates like this, | would wager their commanding 
officer is incompetent as well. Above all, having trouble 


getting a few dozen people to calm down is proof that you 
don’t have what it takes to hold a high position.” 

That’s the priest for you, all right. The moment he came 
out, he started picking a fight, without even taking a break. 

Insulted, Pooch roared, baring his fangs. “A priest with a 
sharp tongue, eh? Your people started this mess, yet you 
have the audacity to talk shit?” 

“Stop it, both of you!” Zero cut in. “If you cause more 
trouble after | went to the trouble of quelling it, | will tie you 
up in the most embarrassing manner you can imagine.” 

How? | don’t even wanna imagine it. |t seemed that | was 
the only one struck with fear. 

“He’s the one who started it,” Pooch said. “Who’s this 
priest anyway?! Do you know him?” 

“Well, uhh... He’s with us,” | said. 

“Whaaat?! But he’s a priest!” 

| know how you feel, man. \f | was in his shoes, I’d have 
the same reaction. Wait, why am | even working with the 
guy anyway? 

“There is more,” Zero said. “He is an adjudicator from 
Dea Ignis.” 

“A-A-An adjudicator?! Have you gone mad?!” 

“We witches are eccentric beings, yes.” 

Breathing a sigh, Pooch pressed his brows and looked 
downward, speechless. When his eyes caught the creature 
that appeared in his field of vision, he blinked a few times. 

“I’ve been wondering... Is that little thing a Beastfallen?” 
Pooch pointed at Lily. 

She’d been standing still for a while. Surprised by the 
sudden attention, Lily quickly tried to hide behind the 
priest’s legs, but fell over when the priest dodged her. She 
immediately rose to her feet, her lips tight, as if holding 
herself back from crying. 

“Lily,” she said. It was a short introduction. 

For some reason, Pooch turned to me awkwardly. “Yo, bro. 
Y-You didn’t kidnap her or anything, r-right?” 


“Why does everyone immediately assume I’m doing 
something illegal?! When did | ever take someone by force?! 
Huh? I’m like a harmless stuffed animal! | don’t even feel 
anything even when | sleep in the same bed with a witch 
every night!” 

“Bro, don’t you feel sad saying that?” Pooch said. 

“So you were aware that you were too harmless for a 
man,” Zero added. 

“| thought for sure you two were doing it every night,” 
the priest chimed in. 

Get your mind out of the gutter, priest! You should quit 
your job as a churchman right now! 

“Don’t let her looks deceive you, Pooch Wolf,” | said. “She 
may be a squirt, but she’s powerful. Throwing someone off 
their guard is part of her abilities. Actually, she’s seventeen. 
Almost an adult, really.” 

“What?! She’s older than the young lady?!” Pooch 
crouched down and studied Lily’s face. 

Unable to stand his gaze, she scurried behind my leg. 

“She does not like you,” Zero said. 

Pooch rubbed his nose with a look of dismay. “You didn’t 
mention you were working with a priest. | mean, your report 
is SO broad that it doesn’t tell us anything at all.” 

“If anything, | should be praised for being able to write 
despite being a Beastfallen.” 

“Well, | guess it’s fine since he’s working with you two.” 
His ears flopped. 

“Um, excuse me,” someone called from behind Pooch. It 
was his subordinates. They were all wearing stupid looks on 
their faces. “What should we do?” 

Pooch regained his commanding expression. “What do 
you think?! Arrest all the rioters and arrange their trip to 
Plasta! After that, get some carriages ready! I’m taking 
guests to the castle!” 

“Sir! Yes, sir!” The dog, cow, and lizard all scampered 
away in the same direction. Apparently, they didn’t know 


the concept of dividing duties. 

“Are you sure about hiring those guys?” | asked. 

“To be honest, no,” Pooch answered. “But it’s better to 
hire Beastfallen for public order.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“As soon as Wenias became a Magical State, there were 
more and more people who wanted to sell Beastfallen heads 
to the kingdom. That means some dangerous people will be 
coming and going, affecting order. That’s why the young 
lady issued a decree that prohibited Mages from buying 
Beastifallen heads. After that, Beastfallen began gathering 
here.” 

“Makes sense.” 

The natural enemies of Beastfallen were witches and 
bandits who wanted their heads. Since they were safe from 
both in Wenias, they had plenty of reason to travel from afar 
just to migrate here. 

“Il think bandits entering the kingdom is better than the 
symbol of depravity gathering here,” the priest remarked. 

“To put it short, yes,” Pooch agreed bitterly. “When 
Beastfallen start showing up in a country that isn’t at war, 
it’s obvious that they’ll turn to banditry. That’s why we 
decided to hire them.” 

/ see. Better to integrate them into the system than let 
them run amok all over the kingdom. 

“How does it all tie up with them wanting to serve 
witches?” 

“They learned from the past. Witches originally created 
Beastfallen. That’s why it’s often more convenient for 
witches and Beastfallen to work together, like the young 
lady and me, or you and the Murky Darkness Witch. It 
worked out better than expected. Ever since we hired 
Beasfallen for security, the number of bandits rapidly 
decreased. Not like we didn’t run into any problems, 
though...” 

Problems? 


“Let me guess,” the priest said. “An increase in inexorable 
crimes.” 

Pooch’s brows furrowed. “Tch. Idiots are irritating, but | 
guess So are smart people.” 

“I'll take that as a compliment. Just recently, | heard that 
a village was destroyed by Beastfallen. An ordinary Mage 
couldn’t stop them, so the chief Mage had to step in. The 
number of crimes might have decreased, but their nature 
had worsened. It’s quite obvious that that would happen if 
the number of Beastfallen increased.” 

“You know, I’m trying to be forgiving here since he’s with 
you, but I’ve had it,” Pooch said. “People from the Church 
are actually causing trouble in the kingdom too. There are 
273 churches of all sizes in Wenias, and the people there are 
inciting the people to riot by spreading conspiracy theories 
day and night. Some priests are gathering weapons and 
distributing them to followers, and many of them are highly 
encouraging witch hunts and burning at the stake, which are 
forbidden. This nation is advocating for coexistence. It’s 
quite obvious how much headache they’re giving us.” 

All right. Give it to him, Pooch. He clearly couldn’t 
stomach the Church. 

The priest, of course, didn’t waver a bit, no matter how 
loud Pooch howled. “And | have only one thing to say to 
that,” he said. “Wonderful. Or did you expect me to say 
something else?” 

Pooch froze with his mouth open, speechless. He pressed 
his forehead, as if he had given up on everything. “This is 
why | hate Church people,” he lamented. “Are you sure we 
can take this guy to the young lady?” 

“You need not worry,” Zero said. “This priest is 
Surprisingly compassionate. He is kind, sensitive, and pure- 
hearted. | think he resembles Mercenary—” 

“If you say anything more, I'll execute you right here and 
now.” 

“I'll help you with that, priest.” 


The priest and | both put our hands on our weapons at 
the same time. 
Zero laughed. “See?” 


Departing on a carriage when it was already dark was 
foolish, so we decided to leave the next morning. 

Pooch said he’d get us a place to say, but | told him we 
had already booked rooms. We agreed to meet at the 
tunnel’s exit the next day. 

“Oh, yeah,” Pooch said. “Can you get the priest some 
other clothes? You know the current situation. If word gets 
out that | took a priest to the castle, it’ll cause unnecessary 
speculations.” 

The priest gave a silent nod. For someone whose main 
duty was to gather information, wearing peasant clothes to 
hide himself was no big deal. 

When we returned to the inn, we were greeted by the 
former Beastfallen. “They let you go? That’s too bad. | 
thought we’d have all the Ebl Boar’s meat to ourselves.” He 
laughed. A bloodstained cloth was wrapped around his arm. 

“Was that from the attack earlier?” | asked. 

“Yeah. They specifically targeted me. | think they knew | 
was a Beastfallen.” He stared at his powerless human 
hands. 

It seemed like he still missed being a Beastfallen a little. 

“Father, now that I’ve become human, am | still a symbol 
of depravity?” he asked. “They say that I’m deceiving 
everyone through some witchy method. That | can change 
my appearance, but a monster will always be a monster.” 

“You were the first to jump in front of the aggressors to 
protect your wife. So | defended you.” 

The man looked at the priest curiously. “Um... | don’t 
follow.” 

“An adjudicator would never brandish their weapon to 
defend a monster.” With that, the priest immediately strode 
back to his room. 


Zero watched his back with a grin. “I quite like that man,” 
She said. “What do you think, Mercenary?” She looked at me 
for agreement, for some reason. 

| stroked the hair on my chin. “I don’t know. What do you 
think, squirt?” | glanced at the little Beastfallen on my leg. 

“What?! Me?!” 

As | expected, she gave a start, her gaze wandering 
about. 

Then suddenly she remembered something. 

“Uh... D-Don’t ask me, dimwit!” 
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Chapter 2: Betrayal 


A well-trained war horse could pull a carriage with a 
Beastfallen without fear. 

The next morning, we were able to depart for the royal 
capital of Plasta thanks to two very patient chestnut-haired 
horses. 

The trip would take ten days on foot, but only three days 
at most with a carriage. 

Lily was looking out the window restlessly. This was the 
first time she’d ever rode a Carriage. 

The priest, as usual, was sitting in the corner with one 
knee propped up. With his plain clothes, he looked like a 
blind man on a pilgrimage who happened to take a ride with 
us. 

Zero, of course, was sitting down between my legs. “You 
are so fluffy since you washed yourself yesterday,” she said, 
looking extremely satisfied. 

“I must say, I’m impressed how you got a carriage that 
could carry all this people in no time,” | said. “You’ve 
climbed high up the ladder, huh?” 

“| used to serve in the castle so it’s more like | returned to 
my original post,” Pooch replied. “Anyway, most Beastfallen 
are huge, so things like this become necessary. Also this 
Carriage is ours. | didn’t use special funding or anything.” 

“You actually have equipment for Beastfallen?” 

I'd been a mercenary for a long time, moving from place 
to place, but I’d rarely seen anything specifically provided 
for Beastfallen. We mainly just borrowed stuff that humans 
used. 

There were exceptions, like cages for fierce beasts to lock 
us up, but otherwise we were basically treated like cattle. 


“Witch's crafts—even the not-so-great ones—can be sold 
for a lot of money outside the kingdom. Mostly medicine. It 
draws the Church's attention, but thanks to that, our 
treasury is quite loaded.” 

“That’s awesome. With that kind of money, I’m sure the 
kid is doing great.” 

| thought he’d give me an affirmation, but Pooch paused 
fora moment before saying, “Yeah, | guess.” 

“Did something happen?” 

“I’m sure the young lady will tell you, but anyway. Things 
aren’t looking too good. We're already having trouble 
dealing with the Church and the neighboring states, but now 
some Mages have recently begun to dislike the young lady’s 
methods. She’s very careful about granting permission to 
use Magic, and the apprentices who can’t get them are 
getting frustrated.” 

“She would have expected that,” Zero said. “If anything, 
it would be strange to not hear any grievances.” 

“That’s true, but | heard that some sorcerer is gathering 
those people together and plotting something.” 

“Whoa, hold up. Another civil war? And it’s gonna be 
between witches this time?” 

“They haven’t made any specific move yet, but the young 
lady is on edge. Word is that the sorcerer is so handsome 
that once you see him, you'll never forget his face again. We 
tried looking for him, but to no avail.” 

“If the information’s already reached the kid, then he 
must be really influential.” 

Pooch’s ears drooped. “That’s why she’s on edge.” 

“| understand now,” Zero said. “I know why Thirteenth, 
who was supposed to be in Moonsbow Forest, was not in the 
cellar. He must have sensed the lass’s predicament and 
returned to Wenias.” 

Pooch’s expression turned grim at the mention of 
Thirteenth’s name. It was so blatant that it caught me off 
guard. 


“Oh, sorry,” he said. “| Suppose you don’t know yet. It’s 
true that Thirteenth is back in Wenias. But there was 
trouble, and—” 

The carriage suddenly shook and stopped in its tracks. 
The horses neighed. 

“What’s going on?! Another attack?!” 

| quickly grabbed my sword and leapt out of the carriage. 
| couldn’t believe my eyes for a moment. 

“What the hell is this?” 

Countless, extremely long tree branches had intertwined, 
forming a wall that blocked the roard. Caught in the 
branches, the horses and the driver were high up overhead. 
The ropes connecting the carriages to the horses were torn 
off, leaving us completely immobile. 

“This is Magic, right?” 

“Not from the Grimoire of Zero,” Zero said, smiling. She 
looked excited and bitter at the same time. “It seems that 
someone besides Sanare who can use their own Magic has 
appeared. | was expecting it to take a little longer to get to 
this stage, but it seems | was too optimistic.” 

“I’m honored,” someone said. “I never thought I’d hear 
that from a Murky Darkness witch.” Their voice sounded 
sweet and deep. 

| turned toward the voice, the fur on my tail standing on 
end. | didn’t notice their presence until they said something. 
Once | did, my nose caught a whiff of a strong and sickly- 
sweet scent wafting in the air. It almost numbed my sense 
of smell. 

“But | didn’t create the Magic myself. | just took a spell 
from the Grimoire of Zero and modified it to make it easier 
for me to use. | wouldn’t have been able to do it without 
Thirteenth.” 

It was a beautiful woman who | could only describe as 
captivating. Wearing heavy make-up, she had lush and fiery 
red hair that went all the way down to her waist. Her broad 


shoulders and long legs gave her an air of dignity that 
overwhelmed anyone who saw her. 

From the tips of her toes to the top of her head, she 
showed no opening. | could see her moderately toned 
muscles even underneath her clothes. And to top it all off, 
her massive breasts lifted the robe that covered her entire 
body. 

| swallowed. “This one’s big.” 

“Where are you looking?” Zero gave me a rare, cold 
stare. 

| wasn’t talking about her breasts. / swear. 

“Witch, did you say Thirteenth?” Zero asked. “Did he 
order this attack?” 

“Attack? That’s too violent. | made sure that no one was 
hurt.” 

“| asked if Thirteenth ordered this,” Zero repeated. 

The woman looked distressed. “Your personality is just as 
Thirteenth described. And no, I’m not doing this under his 
orders. He wants to see you, and | thought that if | took you 
with me, that frown of his would turn upside down. | would 
appreciate it if you followed me quietly. What do you think? 
Would you be willing to cooperate?” She smiled at Zero. 

Zero removed her hood, revealing her face, and replied 
with a soft smile. “Unfortunately, | have a prior engagement 
with someone. Kindly tell Thirteenth that | will see him 
afterwards. His turn will come later. Or...” She looked at me, 
Pooch, the priest, and then Lily. “Do you wish to take me by 
force?” 

“So that’s how it’s going to be. Now what? | never even 
imagined taking a girl by force. So not my character. 
Besides, | can’t stand blood. | can’t even kill a chicken 
without crying. | don’t think there’s any need for fighting, 
though. You might be interested in what | have to share.” 
She paused. “About Cestum.” 

| glanced at Zero. The invitation seemed to be worth 
changing our plans. 


“Use Flagis! Your target: the trees! Fire!” 

A shrill voice reverberated throughout the woods. 
Countless flame snakes flew through the air and coiled 
around branches wriggling eerily. 

Black smoke billowed as the trees burst into flames, and 
the horse and driver trapped in the branches fell to the 
ground. 

When the wind blew the black smoke away, a petite 
blonde brat appeared. 

“Mercenary! Zero! I’m so glad you're safe!” 

The way she flashed a broad smile looked charming, but 
when | saw the mixed troop of knights and Mages deployed 
behind her, | couldn’t remain calm. 

“She has become a fine leader,” Zero said. 

“What's she even doing here?” | murmured. “She’s a 
bigshot now.” 

Overhearing our conversation, Albus frowned. “You 
should be delighted | appeared, and with style! | just saved 
your butts!” 

“Uh, we weren't really in any danger,” | said. 

“| would not lose to an insignificant witch,” Zero added. 
“You're both still annoying, | see.” Albus glared at the 
woman. “Thirteenth’s underling. | Knew you’d make a move 
once Zero and Mercenary arrived. Unfortunately for you, 
they’re my precious friends. You will never have them!” 

Silently, the woman lowered her long eyelashes and 
muttered something. 

If | heard her right, she said, “What a foolish girl.” Her 
voice held pity rather than disgust. 

“Hmm. With so many people here, it would be socially 
impolite to invite only Zero. Unfortunately, | will have to take 
my leave today.” 

But Albus would have none of it. “You’re not going 
anywhere! I’ll make you tell me where Thirteenth is. All 
hands, chant! Target: the red-haired witch!” 

“Hey! Wait a sec, you—” 


Before | could finish, the Mages behind Albus cast Steim. 
But the spells didn’t reach the woman. Instead they 
vanished mid-air, deflected by some other Magic. 
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“What?!” Albus’s breath caught, and the woman gave a 
smug grin. 

“Stand down, Sept!” a man’s angry voice echoed. “| 
ordered you to wait for the right time!” The voice sounded 
familiar. 

| searched for its source and found them deep in the 
forest, a black-robed figure standing on a tree branch. | 
didn’t need to look at his face; the distinctive staff on his 
hand told me who he was. 

“Thirteenth?!” 

The red-haired woman turned around, her eyes wide 
open. “Y-You idiot! Why'd you come here?!” 

“Is it not obvious? | can’t afford to lose you.” 

Wait, what? You have a thing going on? Master and 
apprentice? That’s kinda messed up. 

While | was occupied by my vulgar imagination, the 
situation turned grave. 

“Everyone, concentrate fire!” Albus shouted. “Kill 
Thirteenth!” 

The group of Mages began chanting in unison. 

Wait a minute. What the hell is going on here?! Didn’t 
Thirteenth say he would help Albus? | thought Albus forgave 
him—I guess not forgave, more like tolerated—and decide to 
use his power? 

So why was she trying to kill Thirteenth? 

It was clear that something happened while we were 
away. We communicated through the Witch Letter, but we 
didn’t know anything. 

“Hey, kid! Why are you—” 

“Stop it, you buffoons!” 

Zero’s resounding voice shook the air, and all the Mages 
stopped moving. Even Albus stiffened. 

The place went silent in an instant. Only Thirteenth was 
unfazed by Zero. He took the opportunity to turn around, his 
long robe flaring behind. 


“Find me, Zero,” he said. “I will tell you everything then. 
Let’s go, Sept!” 

“Don’t be so mad,” the red-haired witch said. “I was just 
trying to be helpful. See you later, Zero.” 

Thirteenth and the mysterious witch disappeared, as if 
melting into the darkness, the latter sending a flying kiss. 

Albus finally snapped back to her senses. Lifting her 
eyebrows, she rushed to Zero. “Why'd you get in the way?! | 
almost killed him!” 

“Calm down, lass. That is my only brethren and my last 
colleague. If you wish to kill him, you must have a valid 
reason.” 

“Can’t you see?! Thirteenth betrayed us! He’s trying to 
throw Wenias into chaos again!” 

“When | learned that you two were coming back, | rushed 
to get ready and came to pick you up. If Thirteenth was 
plotting something, | was sure he’d target you.” 

Given the current situation, introducing the priest and Lily 
to Albus would only complicate things—especially the priest 
—so we decided that only Zero and | would join Albus in her 
Carriage. 

| thought the priest would complain, but he was 
suprisingly understanding in situations like this. It was 
probably his only redeeming feature. 

Some time after the carriage started running, Albus 
began to talk about the situation in the kingdom, like its 
relationship with neighboring countries, and what the 
Church was doing, things that Pooch already explained to 
us. There was, however, one thing that caught me off guard. 

“Thirteenth took the prince of Wenias and locked him up 
somewhere,” Albus said. 

“What?! He kidnapped the prince?!” 

“No. The prince himself left of his own will.” 

“Wait. So the prince eloped with Thirteenth?” 

“You can be really dumb sometimes, you know that?” She 
looked at me with pity in her eyes. 


For the first time in a long time, | felt like giving this kid a 
fist bump to the head. 

“When Thirteenth left this kingdom a year ago?” Zero 
said. 

Albus nodded. 

Come to think of it, when Thirteenth faked his death and 
secretly left Wenias for Moonsbow Forest, he took several 
disciples with him. So the prince was among them. 

“By becoming a Magical State, Wenias made many 
enemies. There was a high chance of the royal family being 
assassinated. Thirteenth suggested the prince be hidden 
somewhere safe. | thought he made a good point, and | 
believed him at the time. But then recently His Majesty was 
poisoned. | immediately contacted Thirteenth and 
demanded the prince’s return, but he refused, saying it’s 
not safe yet.” 

“What about the other heirs?” 

“They all died of unknown causes within three days of His 
Majesty’s passing. The funny thing is, it’s rumored that | 
assassinated them as well.” 

| clutched my head. 

Zero heaved a sigh. “The ruffians who attacked the 
tunnel were saying that witches murdered the king and 
usurped the throne. So that is what they meant. It seems 
they are trying hard to make you look bad.” 

After losing its ruler, the kingdom was falling out of 
balance. Rumors about Mages killing the king was 
spreading. A rift between the pro-Church and the pro- 
witches had formed once again. All kinds of pressure were 
coming in from abroad. 

To make matters worse, there was a new group of 
sorcerers plotting something horrible. 

“But | can deal with them on my own,” Albus said. “I just 
need His Highness back. And for that, | have to take down 
Thirteenth!” 


“If you kill him, you won’t find out where the prince is 
being held,” | rebutted. 

“Even if | try to kill him, he won’t die anyway. You can’t go 
easy on that guy.” 

“That is true...” 

| couldn’t imagine Thirteenth dying at all. If he didn’t die 
instantaneously, he could probably survive using some kind 
of Magic. 

In that case, the best move would be to come at him with 
the intention of killing him. 

“Uh, Zero,” Albus muttered. 

“Yes?” 

“I’m sorry for yelling at you earlier. | lost my cool when | 
saw Thirteenth. It’s my fault for not telling you about him.” 

“It is fine.” Zero smiled. 

Albus finally relaxed a little. 

“But still,” | continued. Albus’s golden eyes turned to me. 
“Why didn’t you tell us something so important? Most of 
your later letters were just ‘Understood. Please continue 
your investigation’.” 

“You can blame yourself for that!” Albus shot me an 
accusing stare, her lips pursed. 

“Because you were cold,” Zero added in a teasing tone. 

What, it’s my fault? | frowned. 

Albus chuckled. “You two haven’t changed a bit. Um, I’m 
glad you’re back. | was a little lonely. With Zero’s help, I’m 
sure we'll catch Thirteenth soon.” 

“Thiteenth told me to find him, and then he will tell me 
everything. Either way, we need to pursue him.” 

“Yay!” Albus clung to Zero’s neck. 

“Calm down, lass. | did not agree to kill Thirteenth. | am 
saying | will see what his real intentions are.” 

“| know, | Know. But the result will be the same anyway.” 
She was smiling. It felt like she really wished for Thirteenth’s 
death after his supposed betrayal. “Oh, | almost forgot!” She 
pulled away. 


She couldn’t even sit still for a second. 

“It’s been almost a year since Wenias became a Magical 
State. We’re planning to hold a festival to celebrate the 
anniversary. Some people say it’s inappropriate to hold a 
festival right after His Majesty’s death, but His Majesty was 
looking forward to this festival more than anyone else, so 
we’re definitely going through with it. We’re also organizing 
a ball at the castle, and we're inviting VIPs from here and 
outside the kingdom! You two should come too!” 

Zero and | exchanged glances, eyes wide. 

“Organizing a brawl,” the witch said. “That sounds like a 
fascinating festival. Will there be a contest to determine the 
nation’s strongest?” 

“Are you pretending?” | asked. “Or are you actually 
serious?” 

Zero frowned. “I Suppose that is not the case.” 

She was actually dead serious. 

“There will be no fighting involved. Men and women 
wearing fancy clothes dance together.” 

Zero cocked her head, looking more and more curious. 
“What for?” 

“| have no idea. Maybe it’s fun for them?” 

“1 do not quite understand.” Zero frowned. 

Albus leaned forward. “Which is why you have to go! You 
don’t have to dance. You can just watch. I’ll have fun with 
you two around.” 

“Us two? You're not actually thinking of inviting me, are 
you?” | asked. 

“Of course I’m inviting you. We’ll have Beastfallen as 
guards as well, so Holdem will be attending.” 

“Are you crazy?! The guests will scream and run away!” 

“Don’t worry about a thing! | explained that in the 
invitation. If they don’t like the idea, then they don’t have to 
come.” 

| thought it was more complicated than that, but Albus 
seemed to have already decided that Zero and | would be 


attending the ball. 

Albus hummed a tune. “I’m so excited!” 

On the way to the capital, | told Albus that Lily and the 
priest would be with us, but she didn’t seem to mind. In fact 
she seemed to welcome it. 

“I! don’t want to oppose the Church,” Albus said. “I wish 
we could coexist here in the kingdom, but it’s just not easy.” 
She wore a distressed expression. She looked like an 
intelligent witch, and she had the presence of mind befitting 
of a Mage governing a whole nation. 

After saying his greetings, the priest did not say anything 
else. The meeting between a priest and a witch went more 
peacefully than | had imagined. 


The carriage arrived at the royal capital of Plasta. 

People crowded the streets. Just like before, there were 
many stalls and entertainers. Cloths dyed in various colors 
decorated the houses and stores. 

The spirit of festivity filled the city. It was more lively and 
jovial than the weekly day of the goddess. 

Lily’s eyes lit up at the sight of it all. When we reached 
the castle, her mouth dropped open, and she said, “It’s so 
big.” 

As soon as Albus disembarked from the carriage, a 
number of apprentices and officials surrounded her, asking 
for instructions. 

Albus looked clearly annoyed. She glanced at us and 
smiled. “I have to work,” she said. “I’m a bigshot, after all. 
I'll have a room prepared for you, so make yourself at home 
in the meantime. I'll see you at dinner. | have a lot to tell 
you.” 

All four of US were given our own room. 

Zero immediately came to my mine, as per usual, but | 
didn’t expect Lily to be so intimidated by the luxurious room 
that she scurried all the way to my head. 


“I’m dirty... I-l can’t walk around.” She clung to my head, 
trembling and teary-eyed. 

| thought putting her down would be too cruel, so | let her 
be. 

What’s her plan when it’s time to sleep? 

“A lot has changed since we were gone,” Zero said as she 
sat down by the window, watching the scenery outside. 

“You mean the kid?” 

“There is that as well. But | mean everything. Witches are 
officially recognized, there are more Beastfallen, and the 
king passed. This nation is changing by the minute.” 

“It’s not just this country,” | added. “If one country 
changes drastically, the surrounding countries will also be 
affected.” 

“Do you mean the attack in the tunnel?” Zero looked 
bitter. 

The attack was a result of the neighboring countries’ 
abhorrence towards Wenias. Even Zero, who was ignorant 
with the ways of the world, knew that that would eventually 
lead to war. 

My brows furrowed. It looked like she was going to say 
that it was her fault again. 

“You look terrifying. Relax,” Zero said. “Although it was 
through a forced summoning, we have returned to the 
kingdom of Wenias, where the coals of war are smoldering 
once again. | do not think this is a mere coincidence. If we 
can extinguish the coals, | will do it, even if | have to expend 
more effort than usual.” 

“By that, you mean looking for Thirteenth?” 

“That is our objective for the time being. | will think of a 
way to get the prince back, put him on the throne, and 
protect his life. We will also find the sorcerer plotting a civil 
war.” 

“What about Cestum?” 

“We can continue our investigation on them at the same 
time.” 


“That sounds like a lot of effort.” Feeling weary, | heaved 
a sigh. 

Zero, however, was optimistic. “Not necessarily. The 
witch who attacked our carriage, Sept or something, said 
she had information about Cestum. We can obtain that 
information while we retrieve the prince.” 

“| doubt things will go that easy.” 

“If it does not work, then so be it. We will cross that 
bridge when we get there. Either way, our objective remains 
the same: pursuing Thirteenth. Am | wrong?” 

“No, but still...” My ears drooped. “Wars can break out 
anytime. It can even happen tomorrow at the whim of some 
country’s top brass. All this sidetracking sounds like a waste 
of time to me. It’s all so annoying. I’m happy just to kill 
Sanare.” 

“You are as self-centered and cruel as always.” 

“Big brother is kind,” Lily said, eyeing Zero curiously. 

| grabbed Lily and threw her down on the soft, silk bed. 
She froze in fear, her fur bristling, then leapt out of the bed 
and dashed out of the room. 

“You are as shy as always.” 

“I’m not shy! I’m a cold-blooded mercenary! ‘Kind’ isn’t a 
compliment. It just means I’m most likely to get killed!” 

| wagged my tail in irritation, and Zero grabbed it without 
warning. | almost jumped and screamed, but somehow 
managed to control myself. 

“Kindness is strength, Mercenary. Even a normal human 
being can get their heart twisted so easily, but you, despite 
being a Beastfallen, have preserved enough humanity to 
show mercy to others. This was true even before you met 
me. | think calling you kind is an admiration of your 
strength.” 

| silently took my tail back from Zero’s hands. “I'll go find 
the squirt. Given how freaked out she was, she might just 
bury herself in some fodder in a corner of a stable.” 


| left the room and wandered through the castle in search 
of Lily. | thought | would be able to find her immediately, but 
it was difficult to follow her scent, since it had gotten weak 
after Zero bathed her the other day. 

On top of that, there seemed to be quite a few other 
Beastfallen wandering around the castle. The strong scent 
of animals was coming from everywhere. | had no idea 
where to even begin looking. 

“A dog would find her easily.” 

“| said I’m a wolf.” 

A sharp roar rang out. Startled, | turned around to see a 
white wolf standing at the far end of the long hallway. 

He just happened to hear my muttering and shouted in 
reflex. Scowling, Pooch darted towards me. 

“Honestly, what’s the difference between a dog anda 
wolf?” 

“They’re way different! Wolves are smart and proud, 
while dogs are domesticated and obey humans.” 

“In that case, you’re a dog, since you serve a witch.” 

“No! Wolves value their families. That’s why I’m 
protecting the young lady of my own free will. | couldn’t 
protect Solena, so | decided to protect her no matter what.” 

“How noble of you. By the way, have you seen the squirt? 
You know, the rat Beastfallen with me.” 

“Little Lily? | haven’t seen her.” 

Little Lily? What the hell? Since when did you two become 
such good friends? 

“Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“I’m warning you, if you try anything with her, you'll just 
get your ass kicked.” 

“What do you mean by that?! If you think I’m some kind 
of a maniac, you’ve got it all wrong!” 

/ doubt it. If | remembered correctly, he was kicked out of 
the castle for illicit affairs with women. Well, whatever. | 
gotta find Lily first. 


“She got spooked by the silky bed and the thick carpet,” | 
said. “Actually, can you do something about my room? I'd 
rather have a room where | don’t have to worry about 
breaking anything.” 

“That’s what | said, too, but the young lady wouldn’t 
listen to me. She insisted the best rooms for you. It’s bad for 
our reputation otherwise.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It’s the policy of the kingdom of Wenias not to 
discriminate against witches, but to treat them fairly as 
normal human beings. But if we let the young lady’s guests 
—a witch and a Beastfallen, at that—stay in a servant’s 
room, you can imagine the rumors that would spread, can’t 
you?” 

Heaving a sigh, my ears and tail sank. | couldn’t help but 
agree. Pooch did the same as well. 

“This ball is also a way to show the people how much we 
value fairness. But you know, the world is full of people who 
don’t like fairness.” 

If people said that they would treat witches equally, the 
Church followers would frown upon it, and if we removed the 
restrictions on the entry and exit of Beastfallen, the 
powerless would be frightened and stay away. 

If equality was thoroughly enforced, the oppressed would 
be delighted, but the privileged would suffer losses. There 
were many people in the world who couldn’t stomach that. 

Nevertheless, Albus organized a ball that even witches 
and Beastfallen could attend just to emphasize that the 
kingdom treated every folk fairly. Her determination was the 
real deal. 

We couldn’t ruin her plans just because we were 
uncomfortable with it. 

“All right. | really gotta find that squirt now,” | said. “If | 
don’t drag her back into her room, she might just hide in the 
corner of a basement somewhere.” 


“Don’t worry. | can smell her. She’s nearby. Somewhere in 
the castle, at least, not outside or underground.” 

He said he would lead the way, so | decided to take him 
up on his offer. 

| could have let him handle it alone, but | felt that leaving 
Lily with him was dangerous. | somehow let my thoughts 
Slip out of my tongue. 

“I’m only devoted to Solena!” 

“Hmm, so not the kid.” 

“I mean, | care about the young lady too, but it was 
Solena that | fell in love with in the first place. Of course her 
granddaughter is also important to me, but it’s not the same 
as being devoted to Solena. Though she’s a lot like her late 
grandmother. She’s become more mature lately, and 
sometimes I’m taken aback cause it feels like Solena came 
back to life.” 

He’s an earnest guy, despite what he looks like. | kept the 
thought in my head this time. 

After walking for a while, we ended up back to our room. 

“You're going the wrong way,” | said. “The squirt ran 
away from here. Follow the scent that leads away from this 
room.” 

“I’m going the right way. We’ve arrived at where her 
scent is the strongest.” 

“What?” 

Pooch stopped. Frowning, he pointed at one of the doors. 
“Inside there.” It was the room provided to Lily. 

| entered the room, but couldn’t see her. However, when | 
opened the wardrobe in the corner of the room, | saw Lily 
huddled between the pile of pillows and blankets. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Hiding,” she replied, buried in the fabric. “This place is 
SCary.” 

“Then why did you come back here?” 

“No, not that.” Lily was about to say something when he 
spotted Pooch behind me. She shook her head. “It’s 


nothing.” 

“Did you do something to her?” | shot Pooch a glare. 

He shook his head wildly. “Don’t look at me!” 

“It’s not that,” Lily repeated. 

| decided not to pursue the topic any further. But | 
couldn’t just leave her in the wardrobe forever. | dragged 
her out and took her back to my room. 

| felt the same way about not being able to sleep ona 
luxurious bed, So aS a compromise, | laid out a linen cloth in 
a corner of the room and created a makeshift bed. 

As | lay there, Zero crawled into my arms. She then 
beckoned Lily to come closer, and eventually she became 
Zero’s pillow. 

“Ah, my dream has finally been fulfilled,” the witch said. 
“What a warm, soft, wonderful bed. | could sleep here for 
the rest of my life.” 

Zero curled up in my arms, squirming as she hugged Lily. 
The rat Beastfallen squeaked and flailed about for a while, 
but shortly afterwards, the three of us were sound asleep 
until dinner time. 

Night came. 

Even though she was looking forward to it, Albus didn’t 
show up to dinner. She must be really busy. 

Pooch came to deliver a message from her. “The meeting 
might drag on, so go ahead and eat without me.” He then 
left immeadiately afterwards. 

“She must be extremely busy,” Zero said. “She cannot 
even have a meal.” 

“Well, she’s a bigshot, so.” 

The meal was lavish and delicious, but without Albus 
around, who we were supposed to share stories from our 
travel with, making conversation was hard. 

“This is all pointless if the one I’m supposed to get 
information from doesn’t show up,” the priest said, and left 
the table early. 


Lily was fidgeting akwardly. Zero fed her all sorts of food, 
saying, “The more fat you have, the more wonderful you will 
feel in my arms.” She then turned to me all of a sudden. 
“You should put on a little more fat too. Muscles are great, 
but | quite like the softness of fat animals.” 

| imagined myself being fat, and was so disgusted that | 
quickly finished up my meal. 


The next morning. 

Albus was still busy and didn’t even show up at the 
breakfast table. | wanted to talk to her about Thirteenth, but 
there was nothing | could do if she was busy. 

“We need to find you the perfect outfit for the ball,” 
Pooch said as we were about to leave. 

“What? Can’t we just wear our usual clothes?” | asked. 

“Of course, you can’t! Powerful people from home and 
abroad will be attending the ball!” 

“I think it’s a mistake to invite people like us to such an 
important event in the first place. Besides, | don’t have any 
clothes that | can wear to a ball.” 

“That’s what you think.” Pooch grinned. “We already 
expected this, so the young lady had your and the Murky 
Darkness’s outfit tailored beforehand! It took about a 
hundred days to make. On the day the ball was scheduled, 
she immediately placed an order for the outfit in case you 
two come back. Fear the young lady’s genius! Shudder and 
weep!” 

The maidservant who had been waiting outside the room 
came shuffling in, carrying clothes. 

The black and purple fabric inlaid with gems must be for 
Zero. Please don’t tell me that cramped-looking lapis lazull- 
colored set is mine. 

“We didn’t have your exact measurements, so they’re not 
final yet. After some measuring, they'll go through final 
stitching. | think three days will be enough. We didn’t expect 
the priest and Lily, but the priest can wear ready-made 


clothes, and Lily can have children’s clothes with some 
alterations here and there.” 

He sounded like an aristocrat who knew a lot about 
clothing. 

“| detest clothes that are difficult to move in,” Zero said. 
“T will wear what | have on now.” 

“Same here,” | agreed. 

Lily looked at us, her ears and tail perked up. “What? You 
don’t want it? It’s so beautiful. | want to see you wear it.” 

“No, thank you!” | barked. “Any Beastfallen wearing shit 
like that only looks stupid!” 

Pooch shot me a sour look. “Now that’s just unwarranted. 
Look at how elegantly I’m dressed. A pure white fur anda 
crimson coat. Don’t you think that a Beastfallen born with 
natural fur is the most fashionable person and should be the 
focus of everyone’s attention?” 

“| don’t.” 

“No, he has a point,” Zero said. “If | can see Mercenary in 
an elegant attire, then | am willing to participate.” 

| grimaced. “I don’t share even the slightest sentiment 
with that horny wolf, and you don’t have to participate in 
anything.” 

Zero shrugged. “What a bore.” 

Lily tugged at Zero’s clothes, beckoning her to lend her 
ear. The witch bent down, and Lily whispered something. 

| thought | could hear her, but | couldn’t make out what 
she was saying. She knew exactly how low her voice needed 
to be so other Beastfallen couldn’t hear anything. In 
addition, | couldn’t read her lips from where | was. 

Zero seemed to understand what Lily was saying. “Yes, | 
see,” she said, nodding, then glanced at me before turning 
to Pooch. “I have changed my mind. Let us try on those 
clothes, shall we?” 

“Now we're talking,” Pooch said, snapping his fingers. 

My jaw dropped. “Wh-Whaaat?! What’s with the sudden 
change of mind?!” | turned to Lily. “Hey, squirt! What did 


you say to her?!” 

“It’s a secret,” she said, holding her mouth with her small 
hands. 

Damn it. | don’t stand a chance against two women. Fine, 
then. I’ll use my last resort. 

“Hey, priest. You’re against it too, right?” 

“Not at all.” 

“You're in?!” 

“The more people there are, the easier it is to gather 
information. And it’s easier to blend in at a ball.” 

| thought he disliked anything gaudy, but in retrospect, 
he’d always been a person who would do anything to 
achieve his goal. 

It was three against one. Five if | counted Pooch and 
Albus. | was terribly outnumbered. But so what? 

The results of a majority vote didn’t matter to me. /f/ 
don’t want to do it, | won't. If !’m not interested, | won’t 
bother. 

“To hell with you all! I’ll never wear it!” | stormed out of 
the room. 

Was | being childish? Uncooperative? Overly self- 
conscious? 

They could say whatever they wanted. | didn’t give a 
damn. | was used to being embarrassed, feared of, and 
ridiculed, but | didn’t want to be subjected to such things in 
front of Zero. 

It wasn’t because | had feelings for her or anything, but 
because | was worried about how she would react. 

Several times in the past, Zero had been so enraged that 
She tried to blow up a whole city. In fact, she had fired spells 
out in the open. The point was she had a history of being 
rash. If someone were to mock me at the ball, | had no idea 
what Zero would do to them. 

“Who am | kidding? I’m just being too self-conscious.” 
Halfway down the corridor, | stopped and let out a deep 
sigh. 


| had grown accustomed to Zero’s affection towards me 
lately. At first, | felt uncomfortable whenever she said she 
liked me out of the blue. She didn’t even expect a reply 
from me. But | could tell that the sense of discomfort was 
Slowly fading away. 

And | hated that. | was terrified of it, even. 

If | became too accustomed to her affection, what would 
happen to me the moment she lost it? 

A while ago, | would’ve just said, “It’s normal,” or “Being 
betrayed is just the norm for me.” But lately | wasn’t sure if | 
would be able to say that. 

“Fuck. When did I—” 

| heard footsteps rushing towards me. 

“Mercenary? What are you doing here all by yourself? 
Didn’t Holdem tell you about the fitting session?” 

| looked up at the sound of the familiar child’s voice. 

Albus stopped right in front of me and smiled, panting. 
“Work’s finally slowing down, so | thought I’d check out the 
fitting,” she said. “Did you see Zero’s dress? You did, right? 
Doesn't it fit her lineage perfectly? Like actually all murky 
and dark! Wait, is it over? No, | wanna see it!” Before | could 
say anything else, Albus pulled on my arm. “Hey, let me see 
you in it again!” 

“Hell no! | haven’t even worn it once, and | don’t intend 
to!” 

“What?” Albus’s eyes widened. “Why not?! | thought it 
would look good on you! | also have a special outfit for 
myself. A deep blue, silk robe, with intricate embroidery 
using silver thread. It was very expensive, but His Majesty 
said that people of status should wear the appropriate 
clothes.” 

Her expression turned grim. “That’s what he said before 
he passed away. | really liked him. When he became ill, | 
tried my best to heal him, but | couldn’t.” 

“He was poisoned, wasn’t he? | thought he died 
instantly.” 


“He survived for seven days. We tried to identify the type 
of poison, but it was no good. We didn’t even know who did 
it. I’m sure it was Thirteenth.” Her expression turned darker 
and darker, her eyes staring blankly at nothing. 

Sensing the terrible vibe, | poked her forehead with the 
tip of my claw. 

She turned to me. “What was that for?!” 

“Let me tell you a funny story,” | said. “A long time ago, a 
hundred servants were tortured to find the one who 
poisoned the king. The court physician could not identify the 
poison and the culprit could not be found. A great doctor, 
Summoned from afar, examined the body and said: He 
passed away peacefully in good health. It was simply his 
time to go.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“How old was the king when he died?” 

“S-Sixty-seven years old.” 

“Older than | thought. He could’ve passed away at any 
moment. You witches live so long that you probably don’t 
have a clue about the lifespan of a normal human, but there 
are a lot of people who die in their fifties.” 

“But everyone else from the royal family was 
assassinated!” 

“The rest were probably assassinations. Killing the ruler 
of a country is much more difficult than killing a bunch of 
other royals. And when the person is sixty-seven years old, 
it’s safer and more reliable to just wait for him to die 
naturally than to poison him. What’s more, the king had the 
descendant of the great Solena with him. You could’ve 
quickly neutralized any poison. No idiot would attempt a 
poisoning under such circumstances.” 

“But he collapsed while eating, and the court physician 
Said it was poison.” 

“And you believed them, why?” 

“l, uhh...” 


“A court physician is a doctor, right? And you’re a Mage 
who specializes in the Chapter of Protection. Who do you 
think would jeopardize his position?” 

Albus’ eyes widened. She almost opened her mouth to 
say something back, but then she started to look more and 
more worried, as if she just realized something. 

“You mean they lied about the poisoning to make me look 
bad?” 

“I'd say it’s possible. Royal courts are full of plotting and 
scheming. In Cleon, in fact, there was a doctor who lost his 
job because of a saint who uses the Chapter of Protection. 
Pooch also said that there are many people in the kingdom 
who are trying to bring you down.” 

“| know, but still... What if it was poisoning? | hate to 
admit it, but Thirteenth could easily outsmart me. I’m sure 
he could create a poison that wouldn’t leave a trace.” 

“Then what if it was the king’s time to go? You'd be 
falsely accusing Thirteenth. | thought you hated killing 
based on speculation, without any proof, the most.” 

Albus gave a start. Her grandmother Solena was killed 
under false charges. She was accused of spreading a 
plague, when in fact she was using Sorcery to save the 
people. 

“Maybe I’m wrong about the poisoning,” she said. “But 
there’s no doubt that Thirteenth has His Highness locked 
away somewhere! He loved this kingdom. He would have 
rushed over when he found out about His Majesty’s death.” 

“I’m not saying he’s completely innocent either. He 
seems to have some connection with Cestum. At any rate, 
we gotta catch him and make him talk. I’m just saying that 
rather than wasting time blaming Thirteenth for everything, 
you should learn how to properly distinguish between friend 
and foe.” | poked her repeatedly with my claw. 

“Stop it!” she said, shielding her head. “You’re gonna hurt 
me! A bigshot!” 


“Oh, really now? If you’re a bigshot, then learn to judge 
people like one.” 

“I’m trying my best too, okay?! You have no idea what I’m 
going through.” 

Brushing off my hand, Albus puffed out her cheeks like a 
child, then suddenly hung her head. “Um, Mercenary.” She 
sounded timid. “You’re on my side, right? 

| couldn’t see her expression, but her voice was weak, 
devoid of confidence. 

Yup. She’s just a kid, all right. 

She was a little bit smarter than others, had knowledge of 
Magic and could even use it, but she was a few years 
younger than Lily. 

“Didn’t you ask that same question when we first met? 
Then you assumed we were on your side and led us to your 
lair. You’re too careless.” 

She shot me a glare. “Well, Zero used Magic back then, 
so | assumed she was one of us!” 

“Exactly. The enemy lies. Questions don’t mean anything. 
You have to decide for yourself if they’re friend or foe. | 
could say yes, but you wouldn’t know if | was lying.” 

Albus puffed out her white cheeks. “I don’t want to hear 
another lecture,” she spat. 

| stared at her. “I'll always be on your side, though,” | said 
as nonchalantly and quiet as possible. 

It was important to distinguish friend from foe, but there 
were times when you would want someone to say they were 
on your side unconditionally, giving you a sense of relief. 

For the first time since our reunion, Albus gave me her 
natural, relaxed smile. 

“Then please let me see you in those clothes!” 

How does that even follow? 

| lifted my fist to Albus’ face. 

“Those are two different matters!” 

| flicked her forehead with the tip of my claw. 


After shaking off the peristent Albus, | took refuge in my 
room. A while later Zero came staggering back, carrying 
several fruits in her arms. 

“What's that?” | asked. 

“A tribute to me,” she replied. “I found them piled up near 
me while | was in the middle of fitting my dress. It would 
appear that the servants, enchanted by me, prepared them 
one after another without anyone asking. There were many 
more, but | could not carry them all, so | simply took the 
ones | liked.” 

“Still brandishing your destructive looks, huh?” 

“Beauty is a sin,” she said without a hint of shame. 

She tossed me a ripe piece of fruit. | bit into it without 
thanking her. It was so sweet and juicy that my expression 
turned sour. | was certain it was quite the expensive kind of 
fruit. 

“You alone? Where’s the squirt?” 

“Running around.” 

“What?” 

“She was very much in favor of me and you wearing 
beautiful clothes, but she seems to be terrified of dressing 
up herself. After quickly taking the measurements of the 
priest, Dog laid out some outfit for children, saying that it 
was Rat’s turn, and she ran out of the room, her fur 
bristling.” 

Pooch was now apparently chasing her around. Imagining 
it made me feel a little sorry for the little girl. 

| chuckled. “Let her be. Who knows what kind of nasty 
things they'll say to her if she shows up at the ball wearing 
a dress. Same for me—they’ll just laugh at us. They might 
pretend when in public, but they’d be laughing behind our 
backs.” 

“T will not.” 

“Yeah, you’re an exception.” 

“Am | not enough?” 


| looked at her. Zero’s intense gaze held mine. | pulled my 
eyes away and turned my back to her, then gazed outside 
the window. 

“That’s not the point. If someone made fun of me, you’d 
get pissed again and go on a rampage.” 

“Of course. |am not magnanimous enough to simply 
forgive anyone who insults my companion.” 

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about! If you snap, you'll 
put the kid in a difficult position.” 

“In that guess, there will be a need to hammer proper 
manners into the guests. | will not overlook rudeness and ill 
intentions simply to maintain harmony.” 

So being patient is not an option. Damn it. She should 
know that a witch and a Beastfallen participating in a ball 
would only cause trouble. Why did she suddenly want to 
join? 

“What did the squirt tell you?” | asked. 

“Hmm?” 

“You didn’t seem interested at first, but you changed your 
mind after the squirt said something.” 

“Oh, that,” Zero smiled. “She told me about her parents. 
You remember how intimate they were, yes?” 

“Yeah. The feisty wife and the kindhearted husband.” 

“Yes, those two. The wife would apparently dress up 
beautifully on the anniversary of their meeting. She shows 
herself only to her husband, and the husband becomes 
entranced. It is like the courtship of wild animals. Rat said if 
| dress up beautifully, you will be delighted. | am already 
beautiful, but | am certain it will be fun to dress up for you.” 
Zero smiled, looking at me as if she were looking at 
something dear. 

How the hell was | supposed to react? What should | even 
say? 

The only thing that came out of my mouth was a barely 
audible, “You idiot,” and it sounded weak. 


“I-| won’t be delighted with that! It’s just clothes. They 
don’t mean much.” 

“It is fine. Even if it does not please you, | will wear 
beautiful clothes for you. | will adorn my body with jewels. | 
will put red lipstick on my red lips, and more scarlet on my 
white skin. Imagine it, Mercenary. | call you my only friend, | 
trust you more than anyone else, and we laugh as we 
converse. When they see us, will they laugh? No. Everyone 
will look at you with envy. They will finally rub their eyes 
clouded with prejudice, and realize the beauty of who you 
are,” 

How does she have so much confidence? The thing is, | 
couldn’t call her presumptuous. She did, in fact, possess 
overwhelming beauty. 

Zero reached for my cheeks. She told me to crouch down, 
so | did. 

She pressed her forehead against mine. “If you do not 
want to, you do not have to show yourself to others. | simply 
want to see you dress up for me. | am certain that the outfit 
that the lass prepared will look wonderful on your white fur. 
Oh, yes. It will look good on your human form as well. The 
lass is a fine witch herself. She can see your true form.” 

Zero mentioned that witches could see a Beastfallen’s 
Original form. My human form. 

“Tell me something, Witch.” 

“What is it, Mercenary?” 

“Which one do you like more? Me, the monster, or me, 
the human?” 

Zero smiled. She pulled her head away, her violet eyes 
peering into mine. 

“You ask me which | like better, the ocean or the waves? 
Both are you, and | like both. It does not matter whether you 
are a beast warrior or a powerless human. Or if you have 
red or black fur. Or if you are bald or bearded. You are too 
fixated on appearances. You are who you are, no matter 
what you look like. Am | wrong?” 


| don’t really know how to answer that. 

A year ago, when Zero asked me if | wanted to be human, 
| thought “yes” without hesitation. But what if Zero... what if 
there was someone who didn’t care what | looked like? 

The words of the manservant at the inn flashed through 
my mind. 

He said that when he reverted to his human form, he felt 
out of place, confused. He couldn’t do what he used to do, 
and he lost his ability to fight. 

Perhaps Zero was offering me what | had always wanted. 

The cannibalistic urges gnawing at me a year ago had 
vanished. The more a Beastfallen yearned to become 
human, the faster they turned into a real beast. /f that’s 
true, does that mean ! don’t want to be human anymore? 

“What is the matter, Mercenary? You look distressed. If it 
is a confession of love, | am always ready to listen.” Zero 
flashed an impish smile. 

Frowning, | shook my head. “If you say looks doesn’t 
matter, then who cares what | clothes | wear?” 

“So you do not mind if | am completely naked?” 

“We're talking about clothes, so you’re supposed to be 
wearing something!” 

Zero cackled. She slipped away and thrust her index 
finger to my chest. “It goes without saying, but | do not 
mind if you are completely naked. But sometimes | like to 
see you in a different attire. | believe that among my selfish 
desires, this one is quite mild.” 

“So you're actually aware that you’re selfish.” 

“For witches, staying true to one’s desires is a virtue.” 
She sounded proud for some reason. 

| heaved a sigh. Then again, it’s only clothes. 

| wouldn’t have to worry about being ridiculed if | put on 
some decent clothes only in front of Zero, and Albus would 
probably lighten up a bit if she saw me. If | only had to 
endure a little bit of cramped clothes, it might be worth it. 

The door flung open, and the priest barged into the room. 


“I’m sorry to interrupt your shameless flirting, but we 
have important matters to discuss.” He sat down on a chair 
and crossed his legs. 

| jumped to my feet, my hair bristling. “W-Were you 
listening?! How long have you been outside?!” 

“From around the ‘Which one do you like more?’ part.” 

“Stop! Wipe it out of your memory! Eavesdropping is not 
cool, you ass! Why didn’t you just come in right away?!” 

“I’m not rude enough to interrupt your conversation at 
that point.” 

“Well done, priest,” Zero said. “You are one thoughtful 
man.” 

“Hey, witch! How can you even compliment him in this 
situation?!” 

| was so embarrassed that my whole body was about to 
break out in a sweat. | wanted to rip out my throat with my 
Sharp claws. | wanted to kill the priest and make him forget 
it all happened. 

But both Zero and the priest looked calm, unaware of my 
thoughts. 

“There is no need to be so embarrassed,” Zero said. “We 
have an intimate relationship.” 

“No, we don’t!” 

“You're always all over each other, so why be 
embarrassed now?” the priest said. 

“Hell no! We’re not all over each other!” 

| think. | carried her because she didn’t want to walk, and 
we slept on the same bed, but only because it was better 
that way for various reasons. | supposed from an objective 
standpoint, we did look kinda flirty, but from my subjective 
point of view, | only did what was necessary. 

And then the rest was Zero being selfish and demanding. 
Anyway, it’s not my fault! 

The priest laughed it off. “I don’t care about any of that.” 

“What are these important matters?” Zero asked like 
nothing happened. 


At this point, | couldn’t just stand there with my fist 
clenched tightly in the air. | had a lot to say. | could even 
bolt out of the room like Lily, but | grit my teeth, holding 
back the urge. 

“That witch named Albus doesn’t seem well-liked.” 

My tense mouth slackened. “What?” 

The priest began to enumerate the criticisms about Albus 
that he had collected from all over the castle. 

Albus assassinated the king and was planning to take 
over the kingdom. 

Thirteenth was not actually dead. Albus and Thirteenth 
were linked, and the latter’s execution a year ago must have 
been a sham to curry favor to the king. 

She treated people without Magical talent like trash. 

Any Church follower in the castle was thrown to jail. 

She did not allow those who were more gifted than her to 
use Magic. 

She locked up a large number of Beastfallen, skinned 
them alive, and used their hide as offering for Magic. 

The list was long. 

“Probably just gossip,” | said. 

“They were right about Thirteenth’s execution being a 
sham, though,” Zero added. 

“| don’t mean to defend a witch,” the priest said, “but if 
you look at something maliciously, even proper actions will 
look wicked. In other words, she is being shunned to the 
extent that she gets this kind of bad reputation. And that 
leads to the assassination plot.” 

“What?! Hey, are you sure about that?!” 

“| didn’t ask for details because | didn’t want to draw 
attention to myself, but I’m quite sure they’re planning to 
carry out the plot on the day of the ball. It’s the only time 
outsiders are invited to the castle, and if the chief Mage is 
assassinated in front of a crowd, there’s no way to keep it 
secret.” 


Zero and | exchanged glances. If the whole kingdom, the 
whole world, found out about Albus’s dead, it could lead to 
disaster. 

The ward that was keeping the Mages in Wenias in check 
would disappear, and there’d be no one to lead them. 
What’s worse, the king was already dead. 

“Why are you telling us?” Zero asked. “Does the Church 
not want her dead?” 

“You don’t understand. It has to be the Church that 
defeats the witch. Why? Because the only one who can 
Suppress the ensuing chaos is the Church. And in the 
Church’s opinion—that is, in my own opinion—now is not yet 
the time to defeat the witches of Wenias. We are not ready 
yet.” 

Zero nodded. “Then we must do something about it 
ourselves. Since we do not know who the mastermind is, the 
only thing we can do is to protect the lass.” 

“Or we could just cancel the ball.” 

“If you’re not aware of your own stupidity—” 

“Yeah, yeah, | get it! We can’t cancel it! | know that, so 
stop threatening me with your staff every single time, you 
homicidal priest!” 

The kingdom had spent a lot of money, time, and 
manpower preparing for this politically-significant ball. 
Cancelling it was not an option. 

But we had no idea who the mastermind was, or where 
they’d be coming from, or if there was even an 
assassination plot at all. To protect Albus, we’d have to stick 
close to her. 

| frowned. Zero looked at me with a smile. 

The priest stood up and opened the door, urging me to 
step out. “To the clothes fitting. You’re not guarding a 
nation’s top brass in that outfit.” 


Interlude: To Freedom 


A monster was crammed into a cramped cage. Chained 
and gagged, it couldn’t move. 

The stench of blood and feces and urine filled the dark 
room. The moans, struggling, and writhing of those suffering 
the same fate echoed incessantly. 

The monster couldn’t understand why it was there, why it 
was in SO much pain. 

It couldn’t even remember that in the past, it had spoken 
human language and had even fallen in love with someone. 

Rejected, feared, cursed, and hurt by the person it loved, 
it fell into despair. It no longer dreamed of its hated past. 

The pain, the inexplicable hunger and craving swirling 
and boiling in the pit of its stomach, was suffocating. 

Humans. 

He desperately wanted humans. That smooth skin, that 
soft flesh, that warm blood. Oh, how it wanted them so bad. 

It wanted to hear them scream for help. 

Their pleas. 

They had never acknowledged him as a human being, 
except in the end, when they cried out, “Help me! You’re 
human, aren’t you?” It was the only thing that gave comfort 
to the mind of the beast that had lost its humanity. 

It could only feel human warmth by sipping their blood 
and devouring their flesh. 

It shook his body, and the chains creaked. 

If only | wasn’t chained. If only | didn’t have this gag. If 
only | wasn’t in this cage. 

Clank. 

A sliver of light streamed through, shining on the thing on 
the floor. 


A key. 
The key to the chains, the gag, the cage. The key to 
wanton slaughter. 
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Chapter 3: Ball of the Witch 
and the Beast 


A ball was a social gathering of the nobility. It was a place 
for politics, love, and gourmet food. But in the eyes of a 
lesser being like me—even lesser than commoners—it was 
nothing more than a place of extravagance. 

The venue was a room in the castle—a huge rectangular 
hall. There was a large, open space in the center for 
dancing, and circular tables lined the walls. 

Elaborate dishes lay on the table, from fruits shaped into 
flying birds to sweets in the form of a castle. 

The huge, flower-shaped lights hanging from the ceiling 
sparkled with countless candles. The attires of the guests 
were just as dazzling as the light illuminated them. 

| was standing at the entrance to the hall with Zero, Albus 
and Lily, with a frown. 

“Should | really be going in here?” | grumbled. “Honestly, 
wouldn’t one witch be enough to guard the kid?” 

Albus glared at me. “You’re still on that? What if | get 
assassinated while Zero is distracted by food? It’ll be your 
fault then.” 

| hated how | couldn’t deny that possibility. If that 
happened, wouldn’t it be Zero’s fault, then, not mine? 

“Isn't this supposed to be Pooch’s job?” 

“Holdem’s busy guarding the outside! We have to make 
sure that all guests are safe, not just me. Either way, you 
need to stay in the hall. Stop complaining already.” 

“If | were in my uSual attire, I'd be more than happy to 
guard you.” 


l’m not even sure ! can walk in this cramped outfit, let 
alone protect you. 

Albus’s robe seemed a little more classy than usual. 

| was not used to countless buttons that constricted my 
body, the obnoxious laces, and the annoyingly long hems. 

| wanted to take it off right now, and if | could, | would 
tear it to shreds. But considering the price of these clothes, | 
couldn’t do that either. That’s also why | wanted to be freed 
from the outfit as soon as possible. 

“Give it up, Mercenary,” Zero said. “Simply think of this 
place as a dangerous battlefield, and what you are wearing 
is a kind of restraints. It should make it bearable.” She 
chuckled. 

| couldn’t look at her directly. | had always thought that 
too much beauty could be poisonous, but I’d gotten used to 
it lately. Or so | thought, until she wore this dress. 

The jet-black fabric, with its subtle silver embroidery, was 
tailored to fit around Zero’s chest down to her hips, 
accentuating her lines. There was a slight bulge from her 
waist down that obscured the lines of her body. The hem 
was So long that it dragged across the floor, except for the 
front part, where the skirt only went below her knees, as 
Zero didn’t like it when she couldn’t move around freely. 

The black veil hiding half her face only served to highlight 
her red lips. | had no idea where to look. 

Her appearance could be summed up in one word: 
bewitching. 

Averting my gaze from Zero, | looked down at my feet to 
see Lily trembling in the pale-scarlet dress she was forced to 
wear. She couldn’t take it off by herself, nor could she take 
refuge in the storeroom for fear of dirtying the outfit, so she 
had no choice but to follow us. 

Feeling out-of-place, she kept whimpering, repeating a 
routine of clinging to my legs then moving away then 
coming back again. She’d probably die of nervous 
breakdown if | left her behind. 


“Mercenary.” 

“Hmm?” 

Zero held out her arms to me. She wanted me to carry 
her, which was better for me, honestly. If | carried her, she’d 
be too close, putting her out of my field of vision. 

As | lifted Zero up on my shoulders, Lily looked up and 
pleaded, “Me too!” 

“| won't have any arm to move if | carry you as well.” 

Normally, she would just stick herself on my nape, but 
right now she was wearing a dress. 

“You can drop me if | get in the way, so please!” 

Zero and Albus’ eyes bored into me. Shit. /f / refuse, I'll be 
a douchebag. As | reluctantly picked Lily up, she let out a 
breath of relief. 

“I’m more like a bellhop than a guard at this point. Wait, 
Shouldn’t carrying Albus be the best option here?” 

Albus’ eyes widened, and Zero clicked her tongue. 

“He’s right, Zero! Let’s switch!” 

“As much as | would love to, | do not think the Chief Mage 
Should appear riding on a Beastfallen’s shoulders. The most 
dignified way to make an appearance is to enter the hall on 
your feet.” 

“Stop with the nonsense and get in there. The guests are 
waiting for you.” With both of my arms occupied, | slapped 
Albus’ butt with my tail. 

“Ouch! That hurt.” Albus took a deep breath. “Let’s go.” 

The door to the great hall opened. 

Blinding light pierced my eyes for a second. All gazes fell 
on US. 

The entrance to the hall was one level higher than the 
venue, so the people in the hall could clearly see who 
entered. 

| hadn’t seen this much attention since | was publicly 
executed in the port city of Ideaverna. 

All manners of emotions—curiosity, flattery, malice, fear 
—mixed together and came crashing at me like a wave. | 


almost took a step back under the pressure, but | held my 
ground when | saw Albus looking straight ahead, her feet 
firm on the floor. 

So this 1s her world. 

“Now this is something,” | said. 

“Indeed. A spectacular view,” Zero agreed. 

“Right? My legs were shaking the first time | gave a 
speech too, and to be honest, I’m still just barely holding it 
together at the moment.” 

Lily was already half-crying, burying her face in my arms, 
hiding herself. 

Albus stepped forward and quietly raised one hand, and 
the hall settled down into complete silence. After a while, 
Albus spoke. 

“On behalf of the late king, now a pure soul, I, the Chief 
Mage welcome you all, whether you are from home or 
abroad. | am delighted that so many of you have responded 
to my invitation to this gathering to celebrate and wish for 
the coexistence of Mages and ordinary people, and to avoid 
future conflict. Our nation has lost its king and is in the 
midst of turmoil. However, | believe that the turmoil will 
soon be over, and we will see more peace and prosperity. | 
hope you will all enjoy yourselves to your heart’s content 
today.” 

She raised her arms to her chest, her long hem flaring, 
then slid one leg back and bent down at the waist ina 
perfect bow. It was quite the impressive gesture. 

The guests in the hall looked at each other, trying to 
figure out how to react. 

The silence didn’t last long. Someone clapped, and the 
room was soon filled with applause and praise. 

At this point Albus could just take her leave, so we 
wouldn’t have to worry about the assassination plot, but 
after inviting dignitaries from afar, she couldn’t leave right 
away. 


When we got down to the hall, Lily’s fear and tension 
reached its peak. She stuck her head between my arms and 
didn’t move a muscle. 

Zero chuckled. “You look like you are carrying an 
adorable stuffed animal.” 

| looked up at the ceiling in dismay. The chandeliers did 
nothing to lift my mood. 

“Il kinda feel bad for forcing her to join the ball now,” 
Albus said. “Hey, there. We have yummy food and stuff. Do 
you want some? | can get some for you.” 

Albus dangled a fruit-filled baked sweet at Lily in an 
attempt to put her in a good mood. Lily looked up fora 
second, and with blinding speed, snatched the food, tossed 
it in her mouth, and quickly shoved her head back in my 
arms again. 

“AS quick as a rat,” | muttered under my breath. 

“| ama rat,” Lily replied in a muffled voice. 

“D-Do that one more time!” Albus said. “Here, | got some 
more.” 

“Do not pay too much attention to her, you two,” Zero 
said. “Rat’s timidity is what allows her to sense danger and 
abnormalities quickly. Even when carried by Mercenary, she 
is doing her job well as a guard.” She snatched the food 
from Albus’s hand and shoved it into her own mouth. 

“Okay,” Albus said. “Tell me if there’s any danger, then, 
Lily.” 

Lily responded with an unhappy squeak. 

Zero casually reached over the tower of sweets and took 
two, shoving one in her mouth and the other in mine. 

When we went down to the hall, everyone simply looked 
at us from a distance. No one dared to approach. Either they 
were afraid of me, or Zero’s sinister beauty. 

Albus frowned. “This is a bit of a problem, huh?” She 
pouted. 

We had to keep an eye out for the assassin, but Albus 
herself also organized this ball to strengthen ties with 


powerful people. Their fear of approaching her would 
interfere with her goals. 

Then, a wild one appeared. 

Proud and brazen footsteps came drumming from beyond 
the wave of people, heading straight towards us. Stocky and 
gray-haired, he was a head taller than everyone else. 

“Excuse me,” he said. “If you don’t have any business 
with the chief Mage, could you let me through? Oh, thank 
you. | apologize for my huge body. Oh, excuse me, little 
man. You’re too small, | couldn’t see you.” 

Rather than weaving through the crowd, it looked more 
like he was parting them. 

The man leaped in front of us with a glass of wine in his 
hand, and as soon as he saw Albus, he flashed a bright 
smile. 

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Chief Mage of the kingdom 
of Wenias, the Mooncaller Witch Lady Albus! The rumors are 
true. You’re imposing for your age.” 

Gracefully handing over his glass to a waiter, the man 
firmly grabbed both of Albus’ hands and pressed his lips 
against them. 

“In another ten years, | would love to ask for your 
personal company, but I’m afraid an old man like me is not 
a good match for such a young and beautiful witch.” He 
winked. 

He was the very image of a womanizer, and for some 
reason, he looked familiar. At first | thought | could be 
wrong, but now | was sure. 

“The horny governor of Ideaverna?!” 

“You can call me Lord Torres, Fluffy.” The tall, old man 
gave a hearty laugh. 

Torres Nada Gadio, the governor of the largest port city in 
the Republic of Cleon, Ideaverna. 

“What the hell are you doing here?!” 

“A foolish question, boy. Did your brain turn into a 
hairball? | was invited, of course. |am a VIP, after all.” He 


puffed out his chest. 

As always, there was no hint of spite in his arrogance. 

Zero slammed a fist into her palm, as though realizing 
something. “| see. Dog mentioned he was guarding a 
dignitary from Cleon. He was referring to you.” 

“Indeed. Not to brag or anything, but I’m probably the 
most high-ranking man in this hall. As such, the Chief Mage 
provided me with a special escort.” His voice dropped to a 
whisper. “I’m also the next head of Cleon.” 

Has a decision been made already? | asked with just my 
eyes. 

He gave a big smile, as if to say that the groundwork was 
perfect. 

“| couldn’t believe my eyes at first, but to think I’d see an 
old friend again here. Fortune must be smiling on me. The 
moment | saw the exceptional beauty lording over others 
from atop your shoulders, | knew that this miracle was real. 
Oh, Lady Zero. You are as beautiful as ever, like the moon’s 
reflection undulating on the surface of a calm sea.” 

“Long time no see, governor,” Zero said. “You have not 
changed a bit.” She quietly extended one hand, and the 
governor gave it a respectful kiss. 

“W-Wait a minute!” Albus said. “What’s going on here? 
How do you know the governor of Ideaverna? You didn’t 
mention that in your report!” 

“Well, | didn’t write it down,” | said. 

“Why didn’t you write something so important?!” Albus 
scratched her head in frustration. There was no trace of her 
dignity as Chief Mage from earlier. 

“She’s much more adorable than | thought,” the governor 
muttered to himself, watching Albus with great interest. He 
then poked Albus on the shoulder and smiled at her. “My 
apologies. I’ve heard about you from them. | should have 
informed you about that.” He lowered his voice. “But | had 
to avoid the Church’s terrifying eyes, so it took me longer 
than expected.” 





He was acting concerned of the surroundings, but | knew 
the man. He must have prepared a good reason so the 
Church wouldn’t be wary of him. 

“Now normally, it would be difficult for a man of my 
position to accept the invitation, but | made some 
arrangements. | accepted a request from the Church to 
observe their enemies’ movements. Besides, for the interest 
of my country, which makes its living from the 
transportation industry, | must keep our ties with Wenias. It 
is, after all, at the center of a very important trade route.” 

| knew it. He might seem negligent, but he was actually 
shrewd. 

“I’m sorry, there’s nothing worth observing here,” Albus 
said. “You can find out what’s going on in Wenias through 
the remaining Church followers in the kingdom. | wish | 
could tell you a secret or two regarding witches.” She gave 
a wry smile. 

The governor guffawed. “Now that’s a witch for you. 
You're young, yet you talk like an old prime minister. Don’t 
worry about a thing. You might not believe it, but I’m also 
quite skilled. It’s fine if you don’t divulge any information. I'll 
make do with my eloquence.” 

“| don’t know about that,” a cold, hard voice said from 
somewhere very close. 

The governor jumped. It was the waiter—no, actually it 
was the homicidal priest. | was wondering where he was. 
Apparently, he disguised himself as a waiter. 

“It’s been a while, governor,” he greeted. “As you can 
see, I'm here as the eyes of the Church, so if you submit an 
incorrect report, it will adversely affect your position.” He 
sounded unusually cold. 

Then | recalled the time when the governor spoke ill of 
the priest, driving him out of the dinner table. The governor 
answered the priest with a provocative smile, indicating he 
too remembered the incident. 


“Well, well, well. If it isn’t the blind priest. Is this payback 
for my going a little too far at the dinner table? Surely a 
disciple of God can’t be that petty!” 

“Of course not. |am merely carrying out my duties.” 

“Then | will do my job as well, which is to pursue the 
interests of me and my people. How about a contest? 
Whose words are more important to the Church’s higher- 
ups, mine or yours?” 

“Stop it.” Zero tapped the governor’s head. Since | was 
carrying her, she could easily hit the large man’s head. 

Touching his head, the governor looked at Zero, blinking. 

“Due to complicated circumstances, we are currently 
working together towards a common goal,” Zero said. “If the 
priest’s standing worsens, we would be in a bit of trouble.” 

The governor’s eyes widened. “A witch and a priest 
joining hands? Interesting! You have gained my respect, 
priest. | didn’t know you were so open-minded!” Laughing, 
the governor patted the priest on the back. 

The priest brushed off his hand in annoyance. “Anyway, 
please refrain from doing anything that would bring shame 
to the name of God.” He then disappeared into the crowd 
once more. 

The priest had conspicuous features—jade-green hair, an 
eye patch, a staff—but his plain, server’s uniform suited him 
so well that the people didn’t notice him. 

Albus let out an appalled sigh. “That priest’s like a 
sorcerer,” she said. “Personality-wise, and | think he has the 
talent as well. Probably not the Chapter of Protection, 
though.” 

“You best not say that in front of him,” | warned. “Or he'll 
cut your head off with his scythe.” 

Speaking of not being noticed, | turned my gaze down to 
my arm. Lily hadn’t said a word nor moved a single muscle. 
Is she asleep? | shook her a bit, and her ears perked up. She 
looked at me with uneasy eyes. 


“Oh!” the governor exclaimed. “So that white thing was a 
living creature! | was wondering why a huge guy like you 
was Carrying an adorable, fluffy object. Let me take a closer 
look.” 

“H-Hey, wait a—” 

Before | could say anything, he grabbed Lily by the sides 
and lifted her up. Since | was carrying Zero, | couldn’t stop 
him, allowing Lily to fall into the pervy man’s hands. 

“Whoa! So tiny! I’ve never seen such a small Beastfallen 
before! Not even scary at all. In fact, | find her adorable. As 
a Sailor, | dislike rats, but if | had a young daughter, I|’d take 
her home to be her playmate.” 

Lily was so shocked that she became completely still for a 
moment, like an actual stuffed animal, and immediately 
afterwards she started squeaking and flailing. 

“Hey, old man! She’s not a toy. Put her down. Oh, and she 
might look weak, but she can be quite scary when angry. So 
unless you want to be killed by rats, you better drop it.” 

“l-| would never do that!” Lily said. 

“She talks!” Torres exclaimed once more. “I can’t believe 
it! Oh, I’m sorry. Some Beastfallen can’t talk, you see. | 
thought you were one of those because of your squeaking. | 
like you more and more! Forget my daughter. You can be my 
playmate. What do you Say, little girl? Wouldn’t you like to 
live in luxury in my castle?” 

“Stop it already!” | let Zero down on the floor and 
snatched Lily back from the governor. “What kind of games 
are you planning to play with her, huh?! You're obscenity 
personified!” 

Lily was trembling. Clinging to my arm, she looked around 
restlessly. 

“Look at her. She’s scared.” 

“Because of your dirty mind,” Torres said. “I genuinely 
just want to play with her. Do | look like someone who would 
abuse such a little girl?” He raised an eyebrow. 

“N-No!” Lily cried. 


| looked at her, and she became more and more scared. 
“What’s wrong, squirt?” 

“I’m not sure,” she said, fear on her face. 

Zero gently grasped her hands and peered at her face. 
“You do not need to explain it in detail,” she said. “What 
Should we do?” 

Lily looked at her, then at me. 

“Can you hear it?” she said. 

“Hear what?” | asked, raising my ears. | focused for 
anything strange. 

Loud music, countless footsteps, the din of conversations, 
laughter, the clanging of tablewares, and a dog barking. 
Mixed in with all of this was the sound of something being 
dragged. 

“What the...” 

The moment | perceived the sound, a chill crawled up my 
spine. 

| sensed something coming closer. | couldn’t feel any 
hostility or malice—just a ravenous appetite. 

| hadn’t even noticed it until a moment ago, but now that 
| did, | couldn’t get it off my mind. 

“Mercenary? Do you hear something?” 

“| don’t know... But something’s coming from the 
courtyard.” 

A man screamed. A window shattered as something was 
tossed into the hall. 

It was the corpse of a Beastfallen guard, with all of its 
bones crushed. 


“I’ve never heard of an assassination executed out in the 
open,” | said. 

| wouldn’t even call this an assassination. It was more like 
a direct attack. 

As screams and panic filled the hall, | looked at the 
broken window. My gaze rested at the assailant standing 
outside. 


| was expecting a large enemy. If they were strong 
enough to kill a Beastfallen and throw him into the hall, he 
must be huge. 

“Is this some kind of a joke?” 

It’s a monster, | thought to myself, despite myself being 
one technically. 

A huge snake was looking down on us, its upper body 
swaying. Its waist was as wide as mine, its tail incredibly 
long that | couldn’t even see its tip. Its flat head was so high 
up that it almost touched the chandelier. But the most 
bizarre thing of all were the “human shoulders and arms” on 
which the snake’s head rested. 

It’s clearly a snake, but why does this thing have arms? 

A snake’s head, a snake’s neck, a human torso, and a 
Snake’s lower body. 

Raul, the horse Beastfallen we met in Black Dragon 
Island, had a human upper body and a horse’s lower body, 
but this thing’s freakish nature was beyond compare. Its 
body made a dragging noise as it slithered forward. 

Zero lifted the veil covering her face and stared at the 
figure. “Astonishing,” she said, sounding deeply impressed. 
“It is huge and sinister. Beautiful, even.” 

“| think you mean disgusting! What the hell is that thing?! 
Where'd it come from?!” 

“What's it doing here?” Albus muttered. 

Startled, my gaze darted towards her. 

Albus frowned and clicked her tongue. “We locked it 
underneath the castle. It had lost its human self. A merchant 
came to sell it, but no would buy it, so they abandoned it in 
the woods. It then attacked a village. We captured it then 
locked it up.” 

| wanted to yell, “Why didn’t you kill it right away?” but 
now was not the time to argue about that. 

The governor was already shouting orders at the guests 
to leave the hall. Guards assisted in the evacuation. The 
number of people in the hall dwindled quickly. 


In an attempt to prevent their escape, the snake 
extended its arms to the guests, chasing them like a child 
chasing ants. 

However, its hands froze midair. An invisible string 
constricted its entire body, and the snake let out an 
agonized cry and fell, writhing. 

The moment | realized it was the priest’s strings, | pushed 
Lily to Albus and pulled out my sword. 

“Kid, go with the guests!” 

“l-| can fight too!” 

“That won’t do.” Suddenly, the governor grabbed Albus 
by the arm. He must have noticed that we were taking so 
Slow. 

Albus glared at the governor and brushed his hand away. 

“| can’t run away! | have to protect everyone!” 

“Your bravery is commendable, but you don’t seem to 
understand the situation. Your reputation will depend on 
how this situation is dealt with. You’ve already let an 
assailant in. You must lead the guests to a different room, 
serve them tea, and act as if this were just a form of 
entertainment. Otherwise, you will lose your reputation as a 
person of power.” 

“What he said,” | added. “Besides, we have the Murky 
Darkness Witch here with us who’s much more reliable than 
you. Take care of the squirt. Go!” | gave her back a push. 

Albus let herself be pulled away by the governor. She 
walked slowly, though. 

“Politics is such a pain in the ass,” | spat. 

“| wholeheartedly agree,” Zero said. “I changed my mind. 
| do not want my own nation. On a different note, the ball 
turned into a brawl in the end.” 

“Quit standing around there, and help me!” the priest 
demanded. “It’s too strong. | can’t hold it back by—” 

Before he could finish his sentence, the snake threw the 
priest in the air, but just before he slammed into the wall, he 


unraveled his strings and landed spectacularly in front of 
me. 

“Its scales are as hard as metal,” the priest said. “My 
strings won’t work. How about using your brute strength to 
rip its head off?” 

“When cooking a snake, the traditional way is to cut into 
the neck, peel off the skin and grill it, but it doesn’t look like 
there’s any gap that a knife can pierce through.” 

“Mercenary, even | would not wish to eat that.” 

“You better not! If you even say a word about wanting to 
eat it, it’s over between us—Whoa!” 

The snake lunged at us at an incredible speed that belied 
its massive size. | quickly grabbed Zero and leaped to a 
corner of the hall. 

I’m sure the priest can dodge it. If he actually died, we’d 
just chalk it up to an unfortunate accident. | turned around. 

The snake’s thick torso coiled around the priest’s body, 
threatening to crush every bone in his body. 

“You fuckin’ idiot! Why’d you let it grab you?!” 

The priest struggled desperately, but he could not move. 
Letting out a strained gasp, he managed to bear the pain 
and screamed back at me. 

“Its body is too long! It was aiming at me—Aaaah!” 

There was a dull crack as a bone in the priest’s body was 
crushed. He coughed up blood and choked on it. The 
shattered bone must have struck his stomach. 

“Damn. It hurts just looking at you. Hang in there, priest! 
As long as you don’t die, you'll be fine. Magic can heal your 
wounds!” 

“That’s easier said... than done! And this thing’s... trying 
to take me... hostage...” 

| was impressed that he could still talk. Apparently, he 
was using his staff to prevent his lungs and heart from being 
crushed. 

However, if his neck was twisted off while he was stuck, 
that would be the end of him. The fact that it wasn’t doing 


that indicated that the priest was right. 

It’s not killing him instantly, but instead weakens him and 
keeps him captive. |It might have lost its sense of self, but it 
still retained its wisdom. That’s why Beastfallen that had 
lost their minds were an annoying bunch. 

“Now | cannot use Magic to blow it to smithereens,” Zero 
said. “Killing the priest with it is going to cause a lot of 
problems in the future. | could put it to sleep, but | could 
also revert it back.” 

“Revert what back?” 

“Go grab its upper body and hold on to it.” 

Instead of answering my question, Zero gave me a very 
simple, yet quite difficult, order. 

“| don’t mind, but what are you up to?” 

“| will let you know. Now go.” She slapped me on the 
back. 

We had no time to argue, so | quietly followed her order. 

The snake’s head was a little lower than before, since it 
had to use its body to constrict the priest. 

Using the snake’s torso as a foothold, | ran up, stuck my 
claws into its scales, and clung tight to its upper body. The 
creature opened its large mouth and lunged at my shoulder, 
but | managed to avoid its bite. 

“What now?!” | asked. 

“That was faster than | thought. Give me some time. | am 
still preparing it.” 

“What?! Fuck that! I’m actually gonna die here! If not me, 
then the priest!” 

“Calm down. | am giving it my all. | do not want you to 
die, and | am quite fond of the priest—” 

“Just hurry up already!” 

“It is done!” 

| had no idea what exactly was done, but the moment 
Zero gave me the go, a black pattern suddenly appeared on 
my sword. It freaked me out so much that | almost dropped 
it, but | managed to regain my grip. 


“Use that to pierce the snake’s heart! Your sword will 
penetrate its scales!” 

“H-How dare you cast some weird spell on my sword! You 
could've told me the plan!” 

| thrust my sword into the snake’s heart. Given my weird 
position, however, | couldn’t put a lot of power into it. 
Besides, | was dealing with a flexible snake that could 
reduce any sort of impact. 





Normally the snake’s scales would block my weapon, but 
as Zero said, the sword pierced the snake’s heart with ease. 
It felt like stabbing through a gaping hole. There was no 
resistance. 

A pulsating heart was dangling from my sword’s tip. 

The snake let out an ear-splitting shriek. It shook its head 
wildly, writhing, throwing me and the priest down to the 
floor. 

“What's going on?! How could it move when it doesn’t 
have a heart?!” 

“That is the heart of a beast,” Zero said in a calm tone. 
“Losing it will turn it back into a human being.” 

“Wh-What?!” 

She pulled the dark-red heart from the sword and crushed 
it ruthlessly. 

What happened next was shocking. The giant snake’s 
body suddenly turned pale and crumbled into pieces like 
burned-out firewood. The wind blowing in through the 
broken window blew the ashes away, revealing a human 
being. 

A live one. 

“You kill your Beastfallen self. Then you'll be born as a 
human.” 

The words of the former Beastfallen came to mind. If he 
was Stabbed in the heart, | could understand why he 
thought he was tricked. 

As | approached the human trembling and writhing on the 
floor like a maggot, my eyes widened. “A woman?” 

Squirming in the pile of ashes was a slender woman of 
about twenty. There was fear and confusion on her face, and 
the pupils in her wide-open eyes were dilated. She tried to 
stand up and failed. It was as if she didn’t know how to 
walk. She kept producing inhuman moans. 

Then | heard clapping. | lifted my head to see the guests 
watching us through the doorway. The sparse applause grew 
louder, eventually filling the hall. 


“Splendid! They vanquished the terrifying monster so 
easily!” 

“l expected no less from Lady Albus’s guards. They’re a 
reliable bunch!” 

“The monster turned into a human in an instant. | was 
worried there for a moment, but that was a wonderful piece 
of entertainment.” 

The guests’ voices were tinged with fear, excitement at 
the aftermath of a battle, and sincere admiration. 

The governor clearly managed to fool them. There was no 
assassination attempt, only a show. 

“So that’s why you didn’t kill it,” | said. 

Zero shrugged. “For the sake of the lass’s honor, we 
cannot show these people a brutal scene.” 

In some ways, a naked woman writhing in the middle of a 
hall seemed more objectionable than a corpse. The fact that 
they were applauding made it all the more creepy. 

Sharing the same sentiment, Zero walked over to the 
woman curled up in the ashes and gently touched her to put 
her to sleep. | pulled a sheet off an overturned table and put 
it over the woman’s body. 

| looked around the hall and saw the priest with his back 
against a pillar, clutching his chest in pain. 

“He survived, huh? Tough guy.” 

“He almost broke his neck when he fell, but Rat 
Summoned a swarm of her friends to catch him,” Zero said. 
“He did not suffer any injury from the fall.” 

“Squirt did? She didn’t have to do that.” 

| turned my attention to the guests, looking for Lily, when 
my eyes met with a hard-faced Albus. The governor was 
standing right behind her, whispering something to her 
ears. 

Albus’s mouth tightened. “Good work,” she said, giving 
us a pat on the back. 

Given her position, she had no other choice but to do 
that. | wasn’t too happy about it, but | gave a slight bow in 


response. 

Zero, however, looked at Albus with cold eyes, then 
suddenly averted her gaze and walked out through the 
broken window. 

“H-Hey!” | called. 

“| need to check something. | think it would be best if you 
did not come.” 

Now | really had to go. 

After leaving the priest with the people who had gathered 
to clean up, | followed Zero outside. Following the snake’s 
trail, we headed underground. 

“Is this the dungeon where the snake was locked up?” 

“Yes. It seems that Thirteen’s old chamber has been 
converted into a dungeon. They probably had no other 
options, since | blew the place up with my Magic.” 

A year ago, Thirteenth lived in the basement of the castle 
that was accessible inside the castle walls. Since it was 
Originally a dungeon, you could say that they simply 
reverted it back. 

As we walked around the back of the castle, | saw that 
part of the wall had broken, and what must have been a 
wooden door was scattered in pieces. 

“| guess this is what happens when a big guy like that 
crawls out of a narrow entrance.” 

“If anything, | am surprised they managed to imprison it. 
They could have simply killed it, or at least turn it back into 
a human being before locking her up in the dungeon.” 

“| was wondering the same thing. Why did they lock her 
up as a Beastfallen?” 

Zero came to a halt. “You will probably be hurt,” she said. 

“What?” 

“You might start to fear and hate witches again like 
before. So | do not want you to see what is up ahead.” Zero 
looked up at me with an unusually sorrowful expression. 

Even | could tell that she was telling me to turn back. But 
it wasn’t an order; it was more of a plea. 


When | remained silent, Zero gave a rare self-mocking 
smile. “Forget what | said. It sounds like | am trying to make 
myself look good. Hiding the truth will not make it go away. 
How foolish of me.” 

“Uh, | still don’t like witches. That hasn’t changed.” 
Witches were creepy and terrifying, and they used the 
heads and blood of Beastfallen to make deals with demons. 
Zero’s eyes widened in surprise. “You seem to treat me 
much gently now than before. Or is it just my imagination? 
You despised me back then, but recently | thought you were 

becoming fond of me.” 

“| don’t know what the hell you’re on about. It’s just that 
you're spe—” | shut my mouth. It felt like | was about to say 
something incredibly embarrassing. “—specially harmless 
for a witch. Yes.” 

| managed to correct my words. But it didn’t seem to 
make much sense, so Zero took out only the “special” part 
and repeated them softly with her red lips. “Special... | see. 
To you, | am a special witch.” 

“| said a specially harmless witch!” 

“Special. Special,” she repeated, as if she didn’t hear me. 
“Very well. | do not have to fear your repugnance. Even if 
you hate and fear witches more and more when you see 
what lies ahead, you will not fear me. Isn’t that right? | am, 
after all, a specially harmless witch.” 

“Uh, well...” 

What is this unsettling feeling? 

Was this the kind of conversation you’d have in front of a 
broken castle wall right after an assassination? What’s 
more, the place we were heading to seemed to contain 
something horrifying. 

Trying to keep a stern expression on my face, | glanced 
toward the basement. 

“What's up ahead?” | asked. 

““A shed.” 

“A what?” 


| recalled the exchange between the Beastfallen who 
arrested us. 


“Besides, while we wait our turn, we’re going to the 
shed.” 

“Worst case, you’re dead before you even become 
human.” 


“Wait, do you mean like...” 

“Yes. If you consider the reason why the lass did not kill 
the snake and kept it locked up instead of turning it into a 
human, you will inevitably come to that conclusion.” 

Zero walked through the broken wooden door and down a 
flight of stairs. After hesitating a bit, | followed her. 

The place smelled of blood and animal. | could hear claws 
Striking the cobblestones, chains shaking, and all kinds of 
groans. 

We reached the bottom of the stairs. The room was 
terribly dark. Zero lit a fire in her fingertips to illuminate the 
surroundings. 

“Shit... That fucking idiot...” 

Pooch’s subordinates were afraid of being thrown into the 
shed if they made a mistake. When we arrived at the castle, 
Lily said it was scary. | Knew now what she was afraid of. 
She must have learned of the situation from the rats that 
roamed the basement. 

Countless Beastfallen were chained together in cages. 
Locked in rectangular, metal cages, they could not stand up 
properly; instead they huddled down, scratching the floor. 

But that wasn’t even the worst thing. 

Some had their eyes gouged out. Others had their nails 
removed. Some had their tongues cut. Every single one of 
the Beastfallen in this dungeon was missing some part of 
their body. 

It was no doubt a shed. An animal shed. A prison to 
dissect Beastfallen and obtain offerings for Magic. 


“| knew it,” Zero said. “It seems that the criticisms 
against the lass are not merely based on unfounded 
rumors.” 


When we returned above ground, Pooch was waiting for 
us with a grave look on his face. | didn’t know if he came to 
check on the state of the dungeon, or if he was following us, 
but it seemed he already knew that we went down to the 
basement. 

“Please don’t scold the young lady,” he said. “There’s a 
good reason for—” 

Before he could finish, | punched him in the face. Pooch 
didn’t even evade it. He took it head on. 

“Yeah, | deserved that,” he said, knees on the ground. “| 
tried stopping her, but she wouldn't listen. She says I’m 
Solena’s servant, not hers, so if | have a problem with it, | 
should leave.” 

“So you just let her do what she wants? What a useless 
mutt. When she does something stupid, it’s your job to stop 
her, even if you have to beat her up!” 

For once, he didn’t say that he was a wolf, not a dog. He 
hung his head low. 

| was about to yell at him some more, when Zero raised 
one hand to silence me. 

“Where's the lass?” she asked. 

“She returned to her room after seeing off the guests. 
She’s waiting for you two while healing the priest’s injuries. 
She saw you go to the shed.” 

“Very well. We can settle this matter quickly. Let us hear 
from her what her “good reason” is for doing this. Then 
again, whatever that reason is, | do not think | can agree 
with it.” 

Pooch led us to Albus’s room. When we opened the door, 
Albus stood up and greeted us with a strained smile. Lily 
and the priest were at the back. Ignoring both of them, Zero 
strode up to Albus. 


“Are you two hurt?” Albus asked. “I healed the priest’s 
injuri—” 

A sharp pop rang out, cutting Albus off mid-sentence. 

Zero had slapped Albus on the cheek almost immediately. 
| was going to hit her once, but | could only leave this 
matter to Zero now. 

Albus held her cheek, mouth agape, then glared at Zero. 
“Wh-What was that for?! | healed the priest while waiting for 
you. Then you slap me without even a word of thanks?!” 

“You are the reason why he is injured to begin with.” 

“Wha—” 

“Beast warriors are soldiers created by witches. They are 
weapons with consciousness. Even the most renowned 
witches of the past commanded only three beast warriors. 
Do you know why? Because they would lose control of them 
otherwise. Why did you keep so many beast warriors alive?! 
And ones who have lost their minds, at that?! Did you think 
that chaining and caging them would prevent them from 
doing harm? Did you think you could contain them with no 
guards or barriers? Someone as imprudent does not deserve 
to call themselves a witch.” 

Lily trembled and crawled under the bed. The priest 
looked at me and shrugged in annoyance. To him, it looked 
like nothing but a dispute between witches. 

Albus’s mouth had been gaping open and shut for a while 
now. Holding back the urge to cry, she managed to answer 
back in a shaky voice. 

“We had no other choice! We need power! Besides, 
Beastfallen who had gone mad have broken souls and will 
kill themselves if we turn them back into humans. If they’re 
going to die anyway, better to let Mages make good use of 
them. | feel sorry for them, of course. If not for Thirteenth, | 
wouldn’t be doing this!” 

“Thirteenth has nothing to do with this. This was done at 
your judgement, by your choice, by your decision. Whether 


the enemy is Thirteenth or not does not matter. Once a 
threat emerged, you would have made the same choice.” 

“yn 

“If you could control them, fine. But the fact is you could 
not, and the matter was discovered in the worst possible 
way. What would have happened if we were not here? Would 
you have been aware of the possibility of an assassination? 
What would have happened if the governor was not 
present? You could not even settle a single thing on your 
own tonight!” 

“You can blame Thirteenth for that! He must’ve plotted 
my assassination too! Even the escaped Beastfallen was his 
doing. Who else could have let it out of the dungeon?!” 

“Everything is Thirteenth’s fault, huh? You have taught 
yourself an easy excuse. If you blame it all on Thirteenth, 
you do not need to look into the cause, and you do not need 
to discipline yourself either.” 

Albus was speechless this time. She tried to say 
something back, but only faint gasps escaped her lips. 

“How...” she finally muttered. She slammed her clenched 
fist at the desk and stared at Zero with golden eyes. “How 
dare you! How dare you say that?! You don’t know anything! 
You left me, you barely even replied to my letters. | said | 
missed you. | wanted you to come back, but you ignored 
me! How could you Say all that?!” Tears streamed down her 
cheeks and onto the carpet. 

| had no idea what she was talking about. Albus had 
never written “I miss you” or “Please come back” in any of 
her letters. 

“Young lady,” Pooch said. “That’s because you erased it 
before Bro could read it.” 

Albus brushed him aside. “I’m doing my best! Everyone 
in the castle tries to make me do everything, and if | can’t 
do it, they make fun of me for being a child! So | work and 
work and work without sleep! | can read all the books in the 


world, and I'll never find an answer. But | have to come up 
with one!” 

“You spared Thirteenth so you could find that answer,” 
Zero said. “Why did you not ask him for help?” 

Albus’s expression hardened at the mention of 
Thirteenth’s name, hatred seeping into her gaze. “Ask 
Thirteenth for help? Weren’t you listening to me? I’ve told 
you over and over that Thirteenth is trying to destroy this 
kingdom! That’s been his goal from the beginning. My 
grandmother died because of the Magic he brought in. If it 
weren't for him, Wenias would’ve been at peace! And you 
want me to ask him for help? If Thirteenth was going to run 
the kingdom in the first place, why didn’t he just take 
over?!” She wasn’t even shouting anymore. She was 
screeching. 

All the anger, insecurity, and frustration she had bottled 
up inside burst like a broken dam, making her lose her 
temper. 

Albus suddenly relaxed a little. Letting out a sigh, she 
flashed Zero a twisted smile. “I see. | get it now. You think | 
lack the ability. You think that Thirteenth should run this 
kingdom. You want to hand over Wenias to him! You’re no 
longer on my side. Thirteenth told you—” 

“Enough!” Zero snapped. Albus jumped and shut her 
mouth. “You speak with certainty when you have nothing 
but suspicions and speculations, and deem anyone who 
disagrees with you an enemy. You are like a child who does 
not know reason. Yet you call yourself a Mooncaller Witch? A 
direct descendant of the great Solena? Absolutely 
disgraceful.” 

The moment Zero mentioned Solena’s name, Albus’s 
expression changed. Her eyes fell to the floor, trembling. 
“Grandma... is on my side. She watches over me to make 
sure | don’t make mistakes. She’s always kind to me. Unlike 
you, she doesn’t just leave me and go away! ” 

“| see. Your illusion of Solena is very soft to you.” 


“She’s not an illusion!” 

“Enough. Talking about it will get us nowhere. | will search 
for Thirteenth. You said he snatched the kingdom’s heir, but 
| assume he will give a better excuse.” 

Zero snapped her fingers, and the dress she had been 
wearing vanished, replaced by her usual long cloak. 

| suddenly realized that | was also in my usual gear. Now 
that’s some handy Magic. Or maybe Sorcery? Sometimes 
she did supernatural things like it was nothing. 

“Calm yourself down until | come back. Remember, lass. | 
am not on anyone’s side. | simply work for what | want. And 
| want the Kingdom of Wenias to be at peace.” 

She didn’t urge me to go, but | followed her anyway. The 
priest slowly fell in behind us, and Lily, watching Albus 
worriedly for a bit, crawled out of the bed. 

| could hear Albus breaking down beyond the closed door. 

“Why? Why?” she repeated. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” 

Pooch dashed out of the room and bowed deeply towards 
us. “Please,” he said, his voice a whisper, but my ears 
caught his words. “Save the young lady... Save my master.” 

It was an uncharacteristic, earnest, and desperate plea. 

| responded by raising my hand, not turning around. 


We packed up and left the castle at night. 

We could have waited for dawn, but with Albus in that 
state, it didn’t seem like a good idea to stay in the castle for 
too long. 

“It looked like she was doing surprisingly well,” | said. 
“Telling her to count on the person who killed her family was 
a mistake.” 

As we climbed down the long set of stairs that led from 
the castle’s main gate to the city’s central square, | looked 
back at the castle towering into the sky. 

The city was dark with the lights out, but light still spilled 
from the castle’s windows. | could even hear the voice of 


people in an uproar. They were probably searching left and 
right for the one who let the snake out of the dungeon. 

“The lass | Knew was not that foolish.” Zero’s words 
brought my gaze back to the front. “Despite her young age, 
she was a sensible witch who put logic first. She could have 
taken a few wrong turns, but Thirteenth would have been 
able to put her back on the right path easily. Something 
clearly went wrong somewhere. Even if Thirteenth did in 
fact turn traitor, we still cannot have a proper conversation 
with her.” 

“| agree,” the priest said, walking a few steps behind me. 
“She was throwing a tantrum. It’s probably a good thing we 
left the castle early. The best thing to do when a child’s 
whining is to leave them alone. With how she was acting, 
she could have labelled us as traitors the next morning and 
order our execution.” 

“| don’t think she'll go that far.” 

Not like we’d go back to being all buddy-buddy the next 
day, either. 

“So how’re we gonna find Thirteenth?” | asked. 

“| have an idea,” Zero answered. 

“Sister and brother on the same page, huh?” 

The witch raised an eyebrow at me. “You should have an 
idea as well. The perfect place to make contact with 
Thirteenth.” 

| blinked repeatedly. | had absolutely no idea what she 
was talking about. | gave her a confused look. 

Zero lowered her brow. “You can be terribly slow 
sometimes, Mercenary. | am talking about the first time you 
met Thirteenth.” 

That time | was forced summoned for the first time in my 
life and had a life and death experience? 

We were on our way to the Coven of Zero’s lair called the 
Campus back then. When we arrived at the town where the 
lair was located, all the townspeople were dead. We then 


entered a church where the entrance to the lair was 
Supposedly hidden. 

“Oh.” | stopped in the middle of the stairs. 

“Do you remember now? Yes, the town that was 
destroyed by the witches, Latette. That place was under the 
watchful eye of Thirteenth. And most importantly, there is a 
Magic circle there for a forced summoning.” 

“So if we head to Latette’s Church...” 

“Based on what we have experienced so far, there is a 
high possibility that Thirteenth will summon us.” 

“Uh... | don’t have the slightest idea what you two are 
talking about,” the priest said in a tight voice. 

“Oh, uh, there’s this small town called Latette.” 

The priest raised his hand. “No, | can guess that from the 
conversation. I’m talking about this forced summoning 
thing. Is that what was used to transport us from Moonsbow 
Forest to Wenias?” 

“Yes.” Zero nodded. “If we use that, we can get to 
Thirteenth without much effort.” 

“I'll pass,” the priest replied firmly. 

| was about to ask him why, when | remembered how he 
was hovering between life and death from the effects of the 
forced summoning. He was throwing up afterwards. 

My mouth curved into a grin. “Come on now, Father. It 
was rough for me too at first, but you get used to it.” 

“Wipe that ugly grin off your face! Unlike you, I’m nota 
monster. I'll die before | even get used to it.” 

“| was fine,” Lily, who had been silent until now, cut in. 

Sure enough, the priest’s mood grew worse. “Exactly! 
Cause you're clearly a monster yourself!” 

Lily hung her head low, clearly hurt. 

The priest froze, then pressed the crease between his 
eyebrows awkwardly. “You’re supposed to say ‘that monster 
saved your life’.” 

“Huh?” 

“Oh, So you’re aware that the squirt saved your life, eh?” 


“A swarm of rats caught me. I’m not dumb enough to 
believe that it was a miracle from God.” 

It didn’t look like he had any intention of thanking Lily, 
though. 

Scowling, | looked at Lily. “And why are you acting all 
embarrassed? 

“| thought... | thought he’d be mad at me. | thought he 
would say | should mind my own business. Or he’d rather 
die than be saved by a rat.” 

“You're so feeble it’s sickening,” the priest hissed. 

How can you be so harsh towards this innocent girl? 

“You should be proud,” the priest continued. “Act like you 
did me a huge favor and ask for compensation.” 

He suddenly sounded like a kind churchman. | had saved 
his life several times, but he never told me to ask for 
anything. 

Lily grabbed the hem of her dress restlessly, confused by 
the sudden offer. “C-Compensation? But | didn’t do anything 
important.” 

“Are you saying that saving my life is not important?” 

“N-No, that’s not it.” She fumbled for words to Say. 

“The foul-mouthed priest is saying he will reward you,” 
Zero said. “I suggest you accept his offer.” 

“But | don’t want anything... and | didn’t save him for a 
reward.” 

“Then you don’t have to ask for anything,” the priest 
said. “I’ll wait a few days, but after that, I’ll pretend we 
never had this conversation.” 


Interlude: Solena’s Doll 


The morning after Zero’s party left the castle, Alous was 
holed up in Sorena’s lair, as usual. 

There was only one reason for this. 

She was sick of everything. When she woke up this 
morning, Holdem gave a report as to the assassin’s identity. 

The culprits who stole the key to the dungeon and threw 
it into the snake cage were the apprentices that Albus had 
denied permission to use Magic. They thought that if Albus 
died, the ward would disappear and they would be able to 
cast Magic freely. They also said that even if Albus didn’t 
die, if she made a huge blunder at the ball, she wouldn’t be 
able to act like a big shot anymore. 

It was utterly ludicrous, yet completely understandable. 
They were jealous. They wanted to vent out their 
frustration. 

They didn’t respect her as the Chief Mage. 

You have taught yourself an easy excuse. 

Zero’s cold eyes and spiteful words flashed in her mind. 

Albus bit her lips. / hate everything. 

I’m trying so hard. I’m doing my best. 

No one showed her any sympathy—not Mercenary, not 
Zero, not even Holdem. 

Her lip split and blood dripped on the table. 

“You're bleeding, sweetie,” the doll on the table said. 
“You shouldn’t hurt yourself.” Her voice was soothing. 

Albus lifted her head and pulled the doll close. “Grandma! 
I’m so glad you’re here. You weren’t responding, so | 
thought you disappeared.” 

As soon as she received the report from Holdem, Albus 
immediately rushed to the lair and poured her problems out 


to the doll. 

However, the doll did not move. Nor did it respond. 

It didn’t always move, of course. 

Souls of the departed were terribly unstable to begin 
with. You’d never know when they would disappear. It was a 
miracle that she could hold a conversation with the doll. 

A soul with ties to this forest and was able to preserve its 
mind even after death was unthinkable. 

But that’s why Albus was convinced that this spirit was 
Solena. 

She had lost her memory from when she was alive, but 
she understood Albus better than anyone else. She was 
kind, intelligent, and always willing to help her 
granddaughter if she had a problem. 

“| heard you calling me, but there’s a malignant spirit 
wandering around interfering with me,” the doll said. 

“A malignant spirit?” Puzzled, Albus searched for signs of 
anything unusual in the immediate surroundings. 

The forest was as refreshing and soothing as always. It 
didn’t feel like there was anything unpleasant about it. 

“I can’t sense a thing,” Albus said. “I’m not good at 
Necromancy, and I’m scared of ghosts. Oh, except for you, 
of course! You’re my grandma, after all. And you’re nice.” 

The doll reached out its small hand and patted Albus on 
the head. “Listen carefully. The world is full of fools. They 
Sugarcoat things and never look at reality. Those people will 
continue to torment you. But in order to protect this nation, 
you must obtain the power to fight such people.” 

“Okay...” 

“Don’t let the Murky Darkness’s words get to you. A 
gifted witch wouldn’t understand the troubles of the 
powerless. You just do what you think is right.” 

“But | don’t know what’s right.” Albus plopped down on 
the table. “Grandma, what would you do?” 

What would the great Solena do? 


She would easily find the answers to all the problems 
tormenting Albus. That’s how Solena lived her whole life. 
She listened to the troubles and pains of humans, and told 
them the best means to get rid of them. 

If Solena was alive, how would she run this kingdom? 
When Albus asked Holdem about it, he just said, “I’ve never 
once been able to understand Solena’s thoughts.” 

Deep inside, he probably wished Solena was still alive. 

“Well, | have some of ideas.” 

“Really?” Albus bolted upright. 

“Yes, but I’m not as nice as you, so it might not help. All 
of them requires blood.” 

“Blood?” 

“I’m the kind of witch that believes a single sacrifice can 
save a hundred.” 

Indeed. She was that kind of witch. By sacrificing her own 
life, Solena saved many. Albus was proud of her for that. She 
wanted to be strong like her. 

“Me too, Grandma.” Albus straightened up and looked the 
doll straight in the eye. 

“Can you be the bad guy? Everyone will condemn you 
and say you're a horrible witch.” 

“I'll be fine. If | can protect this kingdom... If witches and 
humans can live in peace...” 

I’m willing to make sacrifices. 





Chapter 4: Seventh 


In order to find Thirteenth, we headed towards the rural 
town that was destroyed a year ago, Latette. 

The town was about half a day away from Fomicaum, the 
center of the kingdom of Wenias. It took half a day by 
Carriage from the royal capital of Plasta to Fomicaum. On 
foot, it would take a day and a half. 

Since we set out at night, we should be able to reach 
Fomicaum by the following night. However, the gates of 
Fomicaum closed at nightfall, so we wouldn’t be able to 
enter the town at our arrival. 

So we decided to set up camp for the night and go 
directly to Latette the next morning without stopping at 
Fomicaum. 

On the way, Lily was wondering what to ask the priest for 
saving his life, but she eventually forgot and started picking 
berries and flowers like usual. 

The priest let out a sigh of dismay and resignation, and 
muttered, “It would be easier if | just thanked her.” 

No one was actually expecting anything from the priest. 
He just had a strong sense of obligation. 

And so we arrived at Latette in record time. 

The sun was almost at its zenith, and it was incredibly 
sunny. It was a beautiful day for a trip, but | couldn’t get into 
the mood when the town we were headed to was basically 
dead. 

“A wreck,” Lily said. 

The houses and streets of Latette were in a horrible state 
of disrepair. The corpses had all been taken away, but there 
was no sign that anyone had tried to live in the town again. 


“An inhabited town will immediately turn to ruin,” | said. 
“Thieves and wild animals will lay waste to everything.” 

“But there was a witch lair here in the past, right?” the 
priest said. “There should at least be some signs of human 
touch.” 

“It’s a little complicated,” said a woman’s voice. 

Astonished, we all looked up simultaneously. 

A woman stepped out from behind an abandoned house, 
as if she’d been waiting for us. A captivating witch with red 
hair down to her waist—Thirteenth’s subordinate. 

“The Coven of Zero was born here, and it resulted in the 
deaths of ordinary folks. The Coven itself was destroyed by 
Thirteenth. It’s an abominable town for both witches and 
humans. Leaving it like this is better for both sides.” 

“This woman again! | didn’t even notice her presence.” 

It was the same when we were ambushed in the carriage. 
It was only when she called out to us that | noticed her. 

| winced. Beastfallen have sharp instincts? Yeah, right. 

The witch gave me a friendly smile. “You look terrifying,” 
she said. “You’re ruining your good looks. Skilled sorcerers 
are good at masking their presence. Despite her looks, 
Zero’s presence seems weak, doesn’t it?” 

| remembered when | had just met Zero. I’d get startled 
whenever she called at me from behind. 

“From my point of view, you are not what | would calla 
Skilled sorcerer,” Zero said. “It seems that you are good 
enough for Thirteenth to favor you, but if a skilled sorcerer 
masked their presence, they could sing and dance in the 
open without being perceived. | am proud to say that when | 
played hide-and-seek with Thirteenth when | was child, he 
never found me. After seven days, he finally begged me to 
show myself.” 

Zero threw out her chest, and the red-haired woman was 
shocked for some reason. 

“Wait a minute. Thirteenth played a childish game?” 


“Yes. If my memory serves me right, he was on the verge 
of tears.” 

“Stop spouting nonsense to my disciple!” 

An angry voice came from close range, and | got hit on 
the back of my head, pushing me forward a little. 

| rubbed my head. “What the hell are you doing?!” | 
turned around, then my jaw dropped. 

A man dressed in all black was standing within arm’s 
reach. He held a familiar staff in his hand. | knew right away 
that he used that to hit me. 

“Th-Thirteenth!” 

Even without seeing his face, | could tell who it was just 
from his voice and the air around him. The problem was that 
none of us had noticed his presence until | was hit. 

At the sound of my voice, the priest leapt back a moment 
too late, his scythe at the ready. Thirteenth could’ve killed 
him if he really wanted to. 

Lily’s fur bristled at the sudden appearance of the creepy 
guy, and she immediately dove behind a nearby tree. 

Only Zero was calm, smiling at her own brother despite 
his shocking entrance. 

“There you are, Thirteenth. | knew you would be nearby, 
but you were closer than | thought.” 

“Too damn close!” | roared. “How long have you been 
there?! And why the hell did you hit me?!” 

“It is the servant’s duty to bear the master’s fault.” 

“I’m not Zero’s servant!” | barked. 

Zero came in between me and Thirteenth. “He is right. 
Mercenary is my irreplaceable, one and only friend. That has 
not changed. You are unbelievable. You must have been 
hiding for some dramatic effect, but | Know exactly what you 
are thinking. Unfortunately, | do not have time for your 
games.” 

“You seem to be in good health.” Ignoring Zero’s words, 
Thirteenth touched her cheek and pinched it. “You are 


receving proper nourishment.” His voice was as monotonous 
as ever. 

“Priest,” Zero called. “As you can see, he is a suspicious 
man, but he is not dangerous at the moment. You may 
relax. And Rat, come over here.” 

“I! don’t think | can relax around this man.” 

“H-He hit big brother. He’s scary.” 

“| understand how you feel,” | said, “but there’s no point 
in being cautious. If Thirteenth meant us harm, he would 
have killed all of us except Zero the moment we entered the 
town.” 

That’s just how he ts. 

He doted on her sister. He would not care if the rest of the 
world was destroyed, as long as Zero was happy. 

The priest brought his scythe down reluctantly. 

The red-haired witch chuckled. “That was a rather silly 
entrance, Thirteenth. | was supposed to lead them to the 
lair.” 

“Because you can’t keep your mouth shut.” 

“Il don’t get a lot of opportunities to learn about your past. 
It’s better to have as many dirt as possible on a stubborn 
and perceptive mentor.” 

Smiling, the witch named Sept sauntered seductively 
towards Zero and grabbed both her hands. “Can you tell me 
more about Thirteenth’s past? He never talks about 
himself.” 

“A small price to pay if you provide information about 
Cestum.” The air suddenly grew tense. “I did not come all 
this way to reminisce about the old days. | came to ask you 
what is going on. Why is the lass so distraught? What is 
happening in this kingdom?” 

“If you wish,” Thirteenth replied. “I will answer all your 
questions to the best of my understanding. That is 
essentially why | summoned you to this place. 
Unfortunately, due to some unforeseen effects of the 


Mooncaller’s ward, | was unable to summon you to the 
targeted destination.” 

Apparently, unable to stand the sight of Thirteenth’s 
anxiousness, Sept came to pick us up the other day. 

“So you were indeed the one who summoned us. What in 
the world is going on, Thirteenth? Forced summoning is a 
spell that only you can use, but someone else who is able to 
use it has appeared. | have also heard that a silver-haired 
sorcerer is gathering Mages to overthrow the Chief Mage.” 

“A silver-haired sorcerer?” Thirteenth asked, puzzled. He 
then pressed his forehead and heaved a sigh. “I see. So it 
has turned into this.” 

“You sound like you have an idea who they are.” 

“Why, of course.” Thirteenth suddenly removed his hood. 

Dazzling silver hair cascaded down, glistening in the 
wind. 

“That silver-haired sorcerer is me.” 





If | remembered correctly, Thirteenth had black hair. At 
least, he didn’t have silver hair that reached down his waist 
like this, tied up in silk and swaying in the wind. 

That wasn’t even the most important part. In fact, his hair 
didn’t matter at all. He could’ve grown it out and bleached 
it. It could even be a wig. 

No. The issue was his face. 

“Wh-Who the fuck are you?! | thought you were 
Thirteenth!” 

| didn’t recognize the man’s face at all. | had not 
forgotten what Thirteenth looked like, and no one would 
ever forget a face like this. 

He possessed the kind of beauty that would be etched 
into one’s memory forever. A leer from him would make all 
women of the world prostrate before him. One glance at his 
face, and I'd have nightmares of it for the next ten years. 

“It is Thirteenth,” Zero replied. 

No, no, no. 

“Are you forgetting that | already met Thirteenth? Sure, 
the way he talks is just like him, but I’m pretty sure this 
dude’s not Thirteenth! No fucking way!” 

The terrifyingly handsome man frowned. “Whether you 
believe it or not does not change the fact that | am 
Thirteenth.” 

“Indeed,” Zero said. “Speaking as his sibling, this is 
definitely Thirteenth.” 

“That’s right,” Sept agreed. “As far as | know, this is 
Thirteenth.” 

When the sister and the disciple confirmed his identity, | 
could no longer deny it. 

| looked at the priest and Lily for help. 

The priest scowled. “How would | know what he looks 
like?” 

Lily glanced at Zero and then Thirteenth. “They look 
alike.” 


As | my ears and tail flopped, shoulders slumped in 
overwhelming defeat, Zero tapped me on the chest with a 
smile on her face. 

“Lighten up, Mercenary. He is indeed Thirteenth, but not 
the Thirteenth that you know. That is him before he made a 
deal with a demon and gave up his beauty. In other words, 
the original Thirteenth.” 


Standing around talking in the middle of a ruined town 
would only draw suspicion, so we decided to travel to 
Thirteenth’s lair. 

And by travel, | meant walking a short distance from the 
street to the church. Apparently there was a “witch’s path” 
that would take us to the lair in an instant. 

“There used to be a witch’s path that connected to the 
Campus, but now it connects to our lair,” Sept explained. “It 
just so happens that one of the entrances is here. We’re not 
using Latette as a lair.” 

To be honest, it was nice to have Sept explaining 
everything smoothly, as Thirteenth didn’t even bother. 

“She’s a great woman,” | murmured. “Too good to be 
Thirteenth’s disciple.” 

Zero looked at me with a displeased expression. “You 
should learn to see the true nature of things, Mercenary.” 

“What? You're saying that she’s actually a nasty woman?” 

“That is not what | meant.” 

“Then what?” 

Zero didn’t answer, and when | looked at Sept, she just 
gave me a Significant smile. 

“Only Thirteenth can open the path,” she continued. “A 
witch’s path is fascinating. Though the entrance is right 
here, the actual lair is in a completely different place. So 
even if you find the entrance, if you can’t open it, you can’t 
find the lair. Perhaps putting the entrance and the actual lair 
in different places is what allows witches to escape witch 
hunters.” 


Thirteenth walked up to a pillar by the church’s aisle and 
bit his fingertips. The blood dripping from his hand formed 
intricate symbols on the pillar, and his whole hand was 
suddenly buried inside. Eventually his whole body was 
sucked in. 

My eyes grew wide. All of a sudden there was a gaping 
hole in the pillar. Beyond it was a quiet study. 

“What's this? It’s freaky! We’re not going in there, are 
we?” | moved a few steps back. 

“We are,” Zero said. “It is nothing compared to a forced 
Summoning.” She pushed me from behind with both arms. 

| planted my feet firmly on the ground. “W-Wait! Stop! | 
need to prepare myself mentally!” 

“The priest and Rat do not seem to need it.” 

“What?!” 

Sept was leading Lily by the hand into the other side of 
the pillar, while the priest entered the witch’s path calmly. 

How can you be so calm?! 

“If you are afraid, | will take your hand,” Zero said ina 
soothing tone. 

| straightened my posture and started walking towards 
the hole in the pillar. / have my pride as a man. | didn’t like 
the idea of walking through it with Zero holding my hand. 
But actually going through it was still creepy and took a lot 
of courage. 

This better be safe. | stooped and peered into the hole. 
Looks hazy inside. Please don’t tell me I’m gonna die if | 
touch that. 

“Mercenary.” 

“What?” 

“Hurry up and get in.” 

Zero kicked me with ridiculous force, causing me to 
tumble forward into the hole. She then followed me. 

“What the fuck are you doing?!” | howled. 

“| simply thought that some things needed a push. And 
the path was about to close. If it closed halfway in, | would 


have to face your vertically sliced corpse. | wanted to avoid 
that, so | panicked a little.” 

“You should’ve told me that first!” 

“If | did, you would have been even more reluctant to 
enter. There will be no problem if you simply walk in.” Zero 
looked away. “But fear could turn a non-existent danger into 
reality. Oh, the irony.” Her voice took in a somber tone. 

| got up and was about to smack her on the head, when | 
stopped. Thirteenth was glaring at me viciously, his face 
expresionless. 

My instincts were telling me that if | tried to hurt Zero in 
any way, | would be turned into charcoal in an instant. 

“Why are you holding back?” Zero asked. “You would 
have hit me by now. | kicked you, so you may hit me back. 
Come now. Do your usual thing.” 

“Wait, wait, wait! You know what would happen if you 
said that in front of Thirteeth!” | turned to Thirteenth. “1 
didn’t always hit her! Only sometimes! Please believe me, 
my dear elder brother!” 

“You are not my younger brother!” 

Oh, shit. He’s gonna kill me. 

Sept tapped Thirteenth’s head. “They’re just joking 
around,” she said. “Don’t be so overprotective, or Zero will 
hate you. Come now. I’m sure you’re all exhausted. We'll 
serve them some meal, then we can start discussing 
matters. Does that work for you? I'll take care of the food, 
you take care of the guests.” 

Wow. This lady’s a force to be reckoned with. 

| didn’t think there was any woman in this world other 
than Zero who would be allowed to hit Thirteenth on the 
head without any repercussions. 

Frowning, Thirteenth pressed his head, then took off his 
long cloak, and flopped down on an armchair by the 
fireplace. 

The meal served to us was more lavish than | had 
expected. 


It consisted of a roasted turkey, bread, and some fruits. 
Zero even described the mushroom soup thickened with 
goat milk delicious. 

“I’m glad it suits your palate,” Sept said, smiling. 

“Did you make this?” Lily asked, wagging her tail as she 
dipped the bread into the soup. She’d grown quite fond of 
Sept. 

“Yes, little lady. Thirteenth’s cooking is horrendous. The 
other apprentices only cook what Thirteenth tells them to, 
and they’re not very edible, so | decided to make it myself.” 

“| cannot agree more,” Zero said. “Thirteenth’s cooking is 
atrocious. | learned that when | tasted the many dishes that 
Mercenary made.” 

“| don’t have time to waste on unnecessary matters,” 
Thirteenth cut in. “I simply eat. Also, what | cook is a 
traditional meal that everyone in the cellar ate in the first 
place. My personal culinary skills have nothing to do with 
it.” 

In other words, all of the people in the cellar had no idea 
what good food tasted like. 

After years of eating awful-tasting food, they became 
indifferent to flavor. 

As we dined, Sept explained to us what this hideout was 
and where it was located. 

After eating her fill, Lily fell asleep on the floor. 

We were in a forest near the mountain range—the place 
where we were attacked by Sept—in a mansion where 
nobles stayed when they were hunting. 

| wondered how Thirteenth and Sept were using a 
nobleman’s hunting lodge as a lair, and Sept only said, 
“Personal connections.” 

“So Thirteenth,” Zero said. “Explain yourself. Why are you 
in your old appearance?” 

“Because | am known as a state sorcerer who plotted to 
overthrow the kingdom. | was forced to revert to my old 


form. Though it seems that some strange rumors have 
begun spreading because of it.” 

Can you just revert back that easily? Didn’t he make a 
pact with a demon, offering his beauty in exchange for 
something? 

If he broke it, does that mean he can’t use Sorcery 
anymore? Maybe he doesn’t need Sorcery anymore, since 
he can use Magic? 

“My left arm and leg. One kidney and one lung.” 

As if reading my mind, Thirteenth raised the hem of his 
robe. 

His left leg was artifical. 

Now that | thought about it, he only used his right hand. 

“You went that far, huh? Wait, weren’t you supposed to 
be dead? Why is the kid chasing you around so publicly?” 

“Apparently, someone convinced her that she should 
announce that | was actually alive and was plotting to 
overthrow the kingdom of Wenias again.” 

“Someone who?” 

“Cestum,” Thirteenth said firmly. 

| leaned forward. 

“Are you certain?” Zero asked in a hard voice. 

Thirteenth closed his eyes. “I’m not. Eleven years ago, 
around the same time that | created the Coven of Zero, 
Cestum appeared. They infiltrated deep into the 
organization, took root, and waited with bated breath as 
they accumulated power. | was aware of their existence 
from the beginning, but | disregarded them, deeming them 
as insignificant. Their goal was the same as mine, creating a 
world for witches, but instead of coexistence, they want 
dominance. They are now spreading throughout the 
continent, recruiting witches who are furious with the 
Church.” 

“The world would change, wouldn’t it?” 

Sanare’s words suddenly rang in my ears, and | gritted 
my teeth. 


Sanare joined the Coven of Zero and transcribed the 
grimoire. The Stargazer sorcerer Argentum was also a 
member. 

The whole thing started with the Coven of Zero—the 
Kingdom of Wenias. 

It wouldn’t be a surprise if Cestum reached out to Albus 
in some way. 

“Shortly before the king’s demise, the Mooncaller had 
been taking advice from someone other than me,” 
Thirteenth continued. “She put her absolute trust on them. 
Eventually she stopped listening to my advice, and even 
regarded me with deep suspicion. It is clear that whoever’s 
behind this wants a war between witches and humans to 
happen.” 

“| get it,” | said. “Victory is a must for their goal of 
dominance. And for that a war is necessary.” 

If witches and humans could coexist harmoniously in 
Wenias, the center of the land route where people from all 
over the world gathered, it would set a precedent that 
witches and humans could coexist worldwide. 

However, if the magical state that was once established 
in Wenias collapsed, the dispute between humans and 
witches would escalate into a full-scale war. 

And Cestum was steadily building their strength in 
preparation for that. 

“So what about you locking up the prince?” the priest 
asked. 

Sept chuckled. “That’s just Albus being paranoid. The 
prince is in hiding of his own volition. He’s worried about a 
possible assassination attempt.” 

“The kid assumes it was an excuse for Thirteenth to not 
return the prince,” | said. 

“That girl is such an idiot.” Sept sighed. There was no 
spite in her tone. In fact, | could feel affection in her voice, 
like she was simply upset about her dumb younger sister. 
“His Majesty has passed away. If the prince was 


assassinated, a peaceful coexistence between witches and 
humans in Wenias would no longer be possible. Albus, 
however, believes the words of some stranger and is trying 
to kill Thirteenth. How can he return to the castle?” 

“| get what you’re saying,” the priest agreed. “There are 
many who do evil with good intentions, unaware of the 
danger they’re in. Just as an ant happily brings poisonous 
food into its burrow, an ally can become an enemy. As far as 
| can tell, the Chief Mage has many enemies, but she can’t 
distinguish them from allies. It would be dangerous to 
divulge any information to her.” 

| couldn’t help but agree with him. Albus was aware of 
the enemies’ presence, but she didn’t know where they 
were. Succumbing to paranoia, she put all the blame on 
Thirteenth. 

It would be dangerous to tell such a person where the 
prince was, let alone actually letting them meet to explain 
the situation. Whoever was encouraging Albus might just kill 
the prince. 

Albus didn’t like Thirteenth in the first place. If a third 
party brainwashed her, it was not surprising that Albus 
would want to get rid of Thirteenth once and for all. 

“Now how about some proof?” | said. 

Sept and Thirteenth shot me puzzled looks. 

“| see where you guys are coming from, but at the end of 
the day, you have no proof. The kid wants to kill Thirteenth 
because he doesn’t want to return the prince. Am | right? If 
it’s the will of the prince himself, then you should at least let 
us see him.” 

Staring at me, Sept put her fingernails on her red lips. 
“You're not as stupid as | thought. | thought you’d just 
straight-up believe us.” 

“| appreciate the blunt compliment. As a mercenary, I’m 
skeptical. | mean, we came here because we suspected 
Thirteenth to have a connection with Cestum. Maybe you 
planned it so the kid would chase you around.” 


Thirteenth once tricked me into abandoning Zero. If Albus 
was right and Thirteenth was plotting to overthrow the 
kingdom, holding the prince in captivity, then it was our job 
to beat him up and bring the prince back. 

“If it’s proof you want, | have it,” Sept said. 

“What? Where?” 

Sept suddenly began taking off her clothes for some 
reason. 

“Wait. Wh-What are you doing?!” 

| quickly got up to stop her, but it was too late. Sept 
threw the robe that covered her entire body to the floor and 
even took off the underclothes she was wearing underneath 
it. 

| probably shouldn’t have looked at her, but it was too 
late. | stared at her naked body. 

She had broad shoulders, well-developed pecs and 
modest abs. As | looked down on the floor, | saw a padding 
that resembled a woman’s breasts lying near her clothes. 

Sept clearly had the body of a man. 

“Allow me to introduce myself,” she said. “I am the heir to 
the throne of the Kingdom of Wenias, and the direct disciple 
of Thirteenth. Sept, also known as Seventh.” 

“What?” 

“I told you to look at one’s true nature, Mercenary,” Zero 
said, appalled. “Sept is a man.” 

“Wh-Whaaaaat?!” 

“A sorcerer must not let people know his true name. In 
order for me to become a sorcerer and a Mage, | needed 
another guise and another name. When | was forced to go 
into hiding, Thirteenth gave me a number. So | thought, why 
not just change my gender as well? | was actually thinking 
of changing my tone of voice to that of a woman. But 
Thirteenth told me not to because it was gross. That’s just 
terrible, don’t you think?” 

Acting incredibly feminine, Sept winked at me. 


“No... No! You won’t fool me! If the king was an old man 
in his sixties, then the prince must be old too!” 

“You're right. The original heir to the throne was my 
father, the prince. However, he died of an epidemic when | 
was very young, and now I, his grandson, have the right to 
inherit the throne.” 

“That sounds too convenient.” 

“I’m also friends with Torres, the governor of Ideaverna. 
You know him, don’t you? He tells me a lot of curious 
Stories. I’ve also heard about you and your friends’ exciting 
adventures. The Saint of Akdios. | heard that you worked 
with Cal of Fort Lotus to uncover the secret of the brand of 
the goat.” 

“Okay, | didn’t expect that one.” 

“This mansion is also his villa for when he stays in the 
kingdom. | gave him special permission to build it in a 
protected forest. | told you, personal connections.” 

Brows furrowed, | looked at Zero. 

“Everything makes sense,” she said. 

“| don’t sense any lie,” the priest added. 

| had no choice but to give in. 

“So, what exactly is this number you're talking about?” 
the priest asked. 

“It is a sort of tradition in the school of the Murky 
Darkness,” Zero answered, a hint of nostalgia in her voice. 
“In our school, there were always witches assigned the 
numbers two, three, five, seven, eleven, and thirteen. These 
are prime numbers, given only to those capable of 
becoming a teacher, one who knows that only you can 
understand yourself. Each number has a meaning. For 
example, Thirteenth means “the end”. It is the number that 
concludes all arguments, and it is also an extremely 
powerful number in terms of Sorcery.” 

“So, what about the number zero?” 

“A special exception,” Thirteenth replied in a low voice. 
“The number ‘zero’ does not exist. It is a concept that 


represents nothingness. My brethren was not even ten years 
old back then when our mentor gave her the number zero 
as a Sign of awe and reverence for her power.” 

“In other words, | am a genius,” Zero said. “Am | not 
amazing?” 

She did not look amazing at all, but looks could be 
deceiving. | Knew very well how skilled she was. 

“Normally, a beginner sorcerer like me wouldn’t be given 
a number,” Sept said, “but | heard that the Murky Darkness 
school is currently lacking all but the number thirteen.” 

Thirteenth cleared his throat. We were talking about it 
like it was nothing, but the reason why the Murky Darkness 
had unassigned numbers was because Thirteenth killed 
them all. 

“Wait a minute,” | said. “That means there were at least 
five witches in the cellar who were as powerful as you. Did 
you kill all of them by yourself?” 

“Yes, but there wasn’t any fight like you might have 
imagined. None of them showed any kind of resistance, and 
they all died with a look in their eyes as if they had 
accepted the reality they knew was coming. | was never the 
best sorcerer in the cellar. | was simply given the number 
thirteen, the number that determines the end.” 

He completely lost me. | thought | had gotten used to the 
way witches and sorcerers thought, but sometimes I’d get 
hit with some outrageous nonsense like this. 

“That’s all | can tell you,” Thirteenth concluded. “The best 
course of action is to bring the Mooncaller back to her 
senses and deal with whoever is behind this. Unfortunately, 
| don’t have the means to do that. Even if | did, Mooncaller 
would not listen to me.” 

“So you're saying that we should slap that idiot and make 
her cut ties with Cestum?” 

“Yes. After that, | will use all my power to eradicate 
Cestum. For deceiving the one whom | entrusted my life 


with, | will make them pay for it so dearly that they will 
regret being born into this world.” 

Zero and Thirteenth were very similar when furious. Both 
were quiet, but the threatening aura that exuded from their 
being was extraordinary. It freaked me out. 

Thirteenth slowly stood up. “I suggest you rest here 
tonight and depart tomorrow morning,” he said. “Zero.” 

“Yes?” 

“Can we talk for a moment?” 

Taken aback, Zero blinked a few times for a moment. 
Then she put a smile on her lips and looked at Thirteenth 
with a somewhat challenging look. 

“Oh. Like we did back in the cellar a long time ago?” 

“Yes. You’ve seen a world I’d never Known. You must have 
a new perspective on things. Wouldn’t you like to settle 
unresolved arguments?” 

“Absolutely. It has been a long time since | have had a 
discussion with you. Perhaps | would even reverse some of 
my past conclusions.” 

Zero, who had been sitting on the floor, got up and stood 
next to Thirteenth. Just watching the two of them, beautiful 
beyond human standards, made me feel like my soul was 
being sucked out of me. 

| turned my gaze away, and Sept did the same. 

“They're like deadly weapons to the eyes,” Sept said ina 
feminine tone. She then picked up Lily. “Come, I'll show you 
to your room. Oh, by the way, since you were ogling my tits, 
please don’t sneak into my bed tonight.” 

“I’m not gonna do that! And | wasn’t ogling anything! If | 
did, it wasn’t because | wanted to.” 

“That’s good. Unfortunately, I’m only interested in 
women. | would welcome a surprise visit from Zero, 
though.” 

“Unfortunately, | am only interested in Mercenary,” Zero 
said flatly. 


Sept looked at me, surprised. “I get it. In that case, | 
won't hit on you. | don’t want my head cut off in the middle 
of the night.” He gave an all-knowing smile. 

| didn’t even feel like shouting at him. 


For the first time in a long time, | was alone in my room, 
as Zero was engaged in an all-night—though it was still 
evening—discussion with Thirteenth. 

After tending to my gear, | lay on the bed, staring blankly 
at the ceiling. A terrible silence descended. 

In the past, this silence would have brought me relief, but 
now it was strangely unsettling. | closed my eyes, hoping to 
fall asleep, but | could not. It was still too early anyway, and 
the sun hadn’t completely set yet. | was exhausted, but | 
had enough sleep. Then again, | was basically a lazy bum. | 
could sleep all day if time permitted. 

“Feels like something is missing.” 

Specifically, something like a hug pillow. 

I'd been traveling with Zero for a while now, and no 
matter where | slept or how | slept, | always found Zero in 
my bed. 

At first | thought she was just a nuisance. Just like how 
she treated me as a bed, apparently | began treating her 
like a pillow without realizing it. 

Once | was aware it, | felt more and more restless. | got 
up and scratched the back of my neck. 

“A hug pillow, huh?” 

We’re man and woman, though. | guess that doesn’t 
really matter. 

“Sneaking into someone's bed... Like | can do that with 
this body.” 

| looked down at my hands. They were twice the size of a 
normal human’s hands, though similar in shape, with five 
fingers, and | could move them freely. But I’d be too scared 
to touch a woman ’s soft skin with these sharp claws. 

“Kissing? A real one would not be possible...” 


A smack on the lips would be fine, but a passionate one 
was unthinkable for me. Just imagining it made me think of 
a tragedy. 

If | were a third party who came across a woman and a 
Beastfallen kissing, | would not hesitate to beat the crap out 
of the beast. 

It was certainly possible. | knew that much. There were 
many cases of Beastfallen abducting women. 

Those were all done by force, of course. I’d never heard 
of a human and Beastfallen going at it consensually. 

| guess | have to become human first. Zero didn’t seem to 
mind that | was a Beastfallen, though. 

“Wait, why am! even thinking about this?” | lifted my 
head and shook the stupid thoughts away. 

What’s the point?! Am | stupid?! 

“Stop, stop, stop!” 

| just couldn’t sleep. | got out of bed and left the room to 
Savor some night breeze. 

“Can | come in now?” Lily was at my feet, looking at me 
anxiously. 

Uh... 

“Did you hear what | said?” | asked. 

“A-A little...” 

“How little?” 

“Sneaking into a bed... and kissing...” 

“That’s pretty much everything! First the priest, now you. 
Stop eavesdropping on me!” 

Why are you even hesitating to enter my room? |t would 
have been far less traumatic for me if she had just entered 
right from the beginning. 

“Il can tell...” she murmured. 

“Hmm?” 

“| can tell something’s bothering you.” 

| see. Despite her appearance, she was sixteen years old, 
an adult woman. When | realized that, it made me feel 
miserable. 


Heaving a sigh, | picked Lily up and placed her on the 
back of my neck. 

“Come with me for a walk,” | said. “You’ve got something 
to tell me, right?” 

“Yeah.” Nodding, Lily clung to my head tight. 

The mansion was surrounded by high walls, probably to 
keep wild animals away. | considered strolling through the 
forest, but the gate was tightly closed, so | decided to check 
out the backyard instead. 

Sept said it was Torres’ hunting mansion. There were 
indeed crests in the shape of a ship everywhere. 

There were stables and a chicken coop, but there was no 
sign of any animals, probably because the owner was away. 

It was normal to employ servants to manage a mansion, 
but Torres probably dismissed them to give refuge to 
Thirteenth and Sept. 

| found a quiet bench in a corner of the backyard. | set 
Lily down on it, and | sat down next to her. 

“So why were you eavesdropping in my room?” 

The light from the setting sun filtered through the trees, 
dying Lily’s white fur red. 

“Father said | could ask him anything,” she replied. “So | 
did.” 

“So you’ve made up your mind. What did you ask for?” 

“| asked to see his face. | saw it once before, but it was 
covered in blood and | didn’t get a good look at it.” 

Speaking of which, the first and last time Lily saw the 
priest’s face was when the other adjudicator, a woman 
called Corruption, caught him, tied him to a chair, and 
tortured him. 

“What a waste. You should’ve asked for something more 
amazing. Like not just his face. Tell him you want to see him 
naked.” 

“l-| don’t want to see that! Dummy!” 

“Yeah, yeah. | get it, Miss Innocent.” 


Lily clenched her fists and punched me, but it didn’t hurt 
at all. If | was staring blankly into the distance, | probably 
wouldn’t even notice she was hitting me. 

“Y-You can’t even say that yourself.” 

“Why would | want to see the priest naked?” 

“Not him. Big sister.” 

“Wh-Why would | want to see her naked?!” 

“You don’t want to?” she asked in a serious tone. 

“No,” | answered seriously. “Well, | mean, I’ve seen it a 
few times.” 

“What?!” 

“Only seen though. Why are you looking at me like I’m 
some kind of a maniac? And why are you moving away from 
me?” 

| flicked her forehead with my claw. Lily let out a squeak, 
glaring at me as she held her forehead. 

“So what happened?” | asked. 

“He didn’t show me.” 

“What?” 

“He said it doesn’t count as compensation. If | want to 
see his face, | can just ask.” 

“Makes sense.” 

The priest might have been trying to be nice, but Lily was 
not happy. 

“Why do you even want to see his face?” 

“Father asked the same thing.” 

“I’m pretty sure anyone would ask the same question.” 

“He’s beautiful for a man, isn’t he?” 

“Yeah, he’s got a nice face.” 

So did Thirteenth and Sept, the former with his 
extraordinary features, of course. Lily shouldn’t know that 
Sept was a man since she was fast asleep back then. 

“| like beautiful things. | feel happy when | see sparkly 
stuff. | want to look at them forever.” 

She was excited about the attire for the ball. 


Given the miserable environment she grew up in, | 
understood her feelings of admiring beautiful things. For a 
poor Beastfallen—basically synonymous with misery— 
beautiful things seemed incredibly out of reach, farther than 
most people would think. 

“| said it must be nice to be him. | said that | wanted to 
be like him. Then | could look in the mirror and be happy all 
the time. But then he said, why don’t you become human? | 
could be one, like the snake back in the castle.” 

| stared at Lily for a while. “Oh, right. You don’t know 
about it, huh? Of course you don’t.” 

Before | met Zero, | too thought that Beastfallen were 
born as a result of having a demon in your body due to the 
evil you did in your previous life. | didn’t think | could 
become human, and | didn’t have any intention of becoming 
one. 

My dream was to open a tavern somewhere and live 
peacefully as a Beastfallen. | also hoped | would find a 
woman who would love me for who | was. 

“Do you want to become human?” | asked. 

Lily shot me an uneasy look. | thought she would 
immediately nod, but her gaze fell down. “If | was human, 
would Father like me?” 

“What?” 

Wait, what were we talking about again? And what’s this 
about the priest? 

“Wait a minute... You /ike the priest?” 

Lily covered her face with her small hands. Her ears 
flopped and her tail stiffened. So it’s a yes. 

“You just like him for his pretty face!” 

“N-No! Father’s nice!” 

“Nice how?! He treats you like trash!” 

“It doesn’t hurt when he hits me. | don’t get injured. He 
responds to me when | talk to him, and he even wants to 
thank me for saving his life.” 


Her standards were too low. Then again, she was a rat 
Beastfallen. Unlike a Beastfallen like me who was an object 
of terror, she was subjected to a completely different kind of 
persecution. 

“M-Maybe | won’t be pretty if | become human. Even if | 
was, would that be the real me? And if | become human, I'll 
lose my friends.” 

By friends, she probably meant the rats. She must have 
been talking to rats since she was born. 

Rats were everywhere. She probably did everything with 
them. She couldn’t imagine a life without hearing their 
voices. 

Would she be willing to throw away everything? Take a 
gamble without knowing what she would even look like, and 
cast away the body she’d become familiar with just to 
become human? 

“Well, if you think about it,” | said, “even romance 
between normal humans don’t go well sometimes. What I’m 
saying is, if we become human, it doesn’t automatically 
mean that things will work out great.” 

“True...” 

“But hey, even if it doesn’t work out with the priest, some 
other guys might approach you.” 

“But | want Father.” 

“That’s a tough one.” 

Lily let out a groan. 

| had absolutely no idea what to do. 

If Theo was here, he might have some better advice, but 
unfortunately | didn’t have the power to hear the voices of 
the dead. 

There was one thing | knew, however. The priest despised 
Beastfallen. As long as Lily remained as one, her feelings for 
him would never be reciprocated. 

“Maybe | can be one for a moment,” Lily said. 

“What?” 


“Il will become human for a moment, and if Father says 
no, | can go back to normal.” 

“You saw what happened at the castle, right? Your heart 
gets stabbed.” 

“It looked painful.” Lily turned pale with fear as she 
recalled the shrieks the snake made. 

Thirteenth gave me a Magic potion before that could 
apparently make me human, but seeing as it wasn’t widely 
used, it probably wasn’t easy to concoct. Either that, or 
Thirteenth was just keeping the manufacturing process to 
himself, and he parted ways with Albus before he could 
teach it. 

“Wait, | think | got,” | said. “I believe priests can’t get 
married. And adjudicators from Dea Ignis are basically 
people on death row. | don’t think people like that can get 
married.” 

“I-| don’t care about marriage...” Lily squeezed her 
necklace. 

Down in the south where Lily grew up, there was a 
custom of giving a necklace to your partner. 

“Anyway, | don’t Know anything about romance, but it’s 
probably best to give up on the priest. Maybe your parents 
will be happy if you come home as a human.” 

Lily shook her head with conviction. “I’m a rat, so rats 
don’t munch on anything in the house. Our clothes and food 
last a little longer. And a rat like me doesn’t have to eat 
much. So | can’t be a normal human. The governor also 
asked me to come with him. | said | want mom and dad to 
come with me, and he said it’s fine. When | told him that 
mom was a very good cook, he said he’d pick us up ona 
ship. But he only said all that because I’m a Beastfallen.” 

“That guy’s a weirdo, yes.” 

“But | was glad. My being a Beastfallen made him happy. 
Only big sis and the governor like me as | am. 

Huh. So | don’t count. Probably ‘cause we’re both 
Beastfallen, | guess. 


After saying everything she wanted to say, Lily breathed 
a deep sigh, then glanced at me. “What about you?” 

“What about me?” 

“Do you want to become human?” 

| frowned. It was the exact same question I’d been asking 
myself, and in the end, hadn’t found an answer for. 

When | didn’t answer, Lily’s ears perked up as if she had 
an idea. 

“I get it,” she said. “You’re fine the way you are.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Because you have big sis. That’s why you can stay the 
same.” She smiled and looked at me enviously. 

| wanted to become human so | wouldn’t get persecuted 
anymore. | could live a normal life. But if | could get that 
opportunity even as a Beastfallen, perhaps | didn’t have to 
be so fixated on becoming human. / think. 

| hated this body so much before that | even tried to peel 
my skin off, but now | found it useful in its own way. | also 
quite liked it when Zero treated me like a bed or when she 
complimented my fur. 

| scratched the back of my neck. Darn it. Zero this, Zero 
that. When did my every thought start revolving around 
her? This is so not me. 

| stood up, and so did Lily. Suddenly she froze and 
strained her ears. 

She had better hearing than | did. | pressed my ear to the 
ground to check, and | heard the drumming of hooves 
approaching the mansion. 

“What the... Why are horses coming here?” 

| picked Lily up and rushed towards the main gate, where 
| found Zero, Thirteenth, and Sept all standing there 
together. 

“What's going on?” 

“It’s an urgent message,” Thirteenth replied. “One of the 
witch’s paths has been opened.” He had already noticed 
that someone was coming before Lily and | sensed it. 


Sept opened the main gate a little and waited. Then a 
rider came galloping into the mansion with the setting sun 
behind him. On his cloak was the image of a ship, the crest 
of Ideaverna’s governor, Torres. 

“| have a message from Lord Torres!” As soon as the 
messenger dismounted, he presented a letter. “Here.” 

Thirteenth took the letter silently. As he briefly examined 
the contents, his expression changed. 

It was rare to see such a look on the face of a man who 
barely changed his expression. | watched cautiously, 
wondering what the letter said, but it was much more 
Startling than | imagined. 

“This is outrageous!” Thirteenth exclaimed. “The 
Mooncaller has issued a decree that all Church officials will 
be expelled from the kingdom and anyone who resists will 
be burned at the stake! First those who attacked the tunnel 
will be executed!” 

My jaw dropped. No fuckin’ way. It only meant one thing. 

“She declared war against the Church.” The priest said, 
appearing at the perfect timing. “The Knights Templar will 
not stand by and do nothing. A war will break out, a war 
between the Kingdom of Wenias and the Church—no, a 
large-scale war between witches and the Church that will 
involve the surrounding nations.” 

Zero turned around, her cloak flaring, and headed back to 
the mansion. 

“Thirteenth! Send us back to Latette. | will return to the 
castle and give that fool another slap on her face.” 
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Chapter 5: Familiar Faces 


We returned to Latette through the witch path that 
Thirteenth opened. 

There was still some light, but the sun was already 
setting, and the sky was turning indigo. 

It would take two whole days to get to the castle from 
here. 

“We barely had time to rest.” | let my tail drop. 

“Indeed,” Zero said. She looked a little tired too. “We will 
not have time to rest as well.” 

Thirteenth and Sept said that they would try to stop the 
war from happening from a different front. 

What we needed to do now was hit Albus as soon as 
possible and get her to retract the decree she issued. 

We could stop things from escalating too far while it was 
still only a decree. If, however, she actually took action, the 
Church would do everything in its power to destroy the 
kingdom of Wenias. 

The war at the center of the continent would evolve into 
a war between the progressives who accepted witches and 
the conservatives who rejected them. 

“Priest. Can you ride a horse?” | asked. 

The priest nodded firmly, as though he knew exactly what 
| meant. “If it’s nighttime and through roads with not much 
light.” 

“That’s perfect. If we run as fast as we can now, we'll 
make it in time before Fomicaum closes its gates. You and 
the witch should buy horses there and head for the castle. 
It’s much faster than going on foot or in a carriage.” 

“What about you?” Zero asked. 


“I'll take the squirt and follow you guys later. Anyway, our 
first priority is to get horses.” 

| picked up Lily and Zero. But the moment we exited the 
church, | froze from the strange feeling that wrapped around 
my whole body. 

My instinct told me to not take another step, so | took a 
huge leap back. A second later, a lance pierced the ground. 

“What the hell?! An ambush?!” 

Laughter rang out. 

“You missed! Too bad you didn’t hit him, Raul. | would 
have rewarded you if you did. You’re such a useless 
servant.” 

The shrill laughter that seemed to echo throughout the 
town made every hair on my body stand on end. Zero also 
stiffened, and the priest clicked his tongue. Lily pointed to 
the roof of a building where two figures stood. 

Her voice, her tone. | didn’t need to see her to know 
exactly who it was. 

“What are you doing here?!” 

An armored horse Beastfallen and a woman with flaxen 
hair wearing a monocle riding on his back. Raul and Princess 
Amnil of Black Dragon Island, and the witch Sanare who 
took over the princess’s body. 

“Long time no see, Zero, Mercenary, Father, and, oh? 
Who's the little thing? Have | met her before?” 

“l,um...” 

“You don’t have to answer! She’s an enemy.” 

| let Lily and Zero down and urged them to stay behind 
me. 

“Fuck. We’re kinda in a hurry here.” 

| wanted to murder Sanare. Meeting her face-to-face was 
exactly what | wanted. But right now, we needed to get to 
Albus as fast as possible. The best thing to do would be to 
make a run for it, but she had Raul. We wouldn’t be able to 
Shake him off. 

“| guess we have to fight,” the priest said. 


“Looks like it,” | replied. “And we can’t kill the princess. 
We can cut off a limb or two, | guess. We can just use Magic 
to fix her.” | drew my sword. 

“Having a medic is crucial, | suppose.” The priest readied 
his scythe. “We can go a little wild.” 

“| have said this many times before, but the human body 
is extremely fragile,” Zero said. “Closing a fatal wound 
might not be enough to save someone.” 

Sanare dismounted from Raul’s back. “My, you really 
want to kill me, huh? You’re so hot-blooded, it’s terrifying. | 
just came here to chat.” 

““You mean you are here to delay us,” Zero spat. “You 
framed Thirteenth and tricked the lass into waging a war 
with the Church. Did you think | would not notice? Back at 
the ball, the lass said, ‘If they’re going to die anyway, better 
to let Mages make good use of them.’ That is exactly how 
you think.” 

“Brilliant! Yes, I’m delaying you. | don’t want you getting 
in the way when my plan’s moving along well. It doesn’t 
matter if you know, though. You will all be stuck here. Just 
like the time Corruption went wild in Lutra.” 

Lily’s ears perked up, and she looked at Sanare. Lily 
herself was deeply involved in the incident in Lutra. Her 
parents were taken away and tortured. 

“What do you think that incident was? What was it for? 
No one actually thought it would lead directly to war! It was 
simply to buy time, to stall. | just needed a little more time 
for Albus to open up to me. Thanks to you, she’s now my 
Slave. She does everything | tell her to do. You know what’s 
funny? She calls me grandma!” Sanare guffawed like she 
was having so much fun. 

| couldn’t see Raul’s expression. But | was sure that he 
was keeping his guard up, watching us warily. 

“It was surprisingly easy. It’s so easy to manipulate a 
child who's lonely, who wants someone to recognize her, to 
comfort her, to be nice to her. How long do you think I’ve 


had my eyes on her? How long do you think I’ve been 
planning this? Hmm, | wonder. Oh, right. When | picked up 
that interesting letter on Black Dragon Island. That Witch 
Letter was too exciting, | ended up messing around with it.” 

Black Dragon Island... Witch Letter? What’s she talking 
about? 

| did lose the Witch Letter once back on the island. Our 
ship was destroyed, and we were thrown out into the sea. 
When | was imprisoned, all my equipment was confiscated. 

Mistakenly thought to be useless scraps, the letter was 
thrown away, then it came back in one piece later. 

She picked it up? 

“You didn’t know? Oh, that’s right. Because | gave it back, 
but only after | replied with, ‘Important matters only, 
please’! | mean, | took a glance at the letter and it was too 
long and full of trivial stuff. | was able to join the Coven of 
Zero for my transcription skills. I’m good at copying others’ 
handwriting. She probably thought you wrote the reply.” 

Albus’s words rang in my mind. 

“You can blame yourself for that!” 

That’s what she said when | asked her why her letters 
became plain and short. The last time she wrote a long 
letter was right after Black Dragon Island. What did she 
write? 

After Sanare, pretending to be me, dismissed her as 
annoying, she wrote her usual litany of complaints and 
excuses. And I, as usual, kept my replies short. 

Eventually her letters became shorter and shorter. | knew 
something was off. But | didn’t question it because | was too 
lazy. 

To be honest, | found it a hassle. | wondered if sending 
regular reports was really necessary. When Albus stopped 
giving me status updates, | even felt relieved. 

“From start to finish, her letter was filled with the desire 
to be comforted. | wonder how she felt when you treated 
her like a doormat. She must’ve been sad. What do you 


think would happen if | babied her in that state? | possessed 
a doll lying around and found out that it was a doll from her 
grandmother! How could | not take advantage of that?” 

“What do you think, squirt? She’s nasty, right?” | could 
feel the anger emanating from Lily’s small body. 

“Yup... | hate her!” 

It was then that | realized rats were swarming the town, 
gathering from all directions. One by one they were sucked 
into one house. 

“Everyone is hurting because of her...” 

Sensing something wrong, Raul surveyed his 
Surroundings. If he noticed, they could escape. It was now or 
never. 

“Do it, squirt!” 

The priest and | charged simultaneously. At my signal, Lily 
sicked countless rats towards Raul and Sanare. 

“What are these rats?! Princess!” 





Rats gnawed at Raul’s legs, and he collapsed to his 
knees. Sanare screamed and cowered as rats swarmed her. 

Meanwhile, the priest and | ran up the wall and leapt onto 
the roof. |, being the stronger of us two, pinned Raul down, 
while the priest tied up Sanare with his strings. 

“Sorry, Raul. Take a nap for now.” | tightened my hold on 
Raul’s neck, knocking him unconscious. 

Unable to move, Sanare shrieked as she was buried in a 
swarm of rats. “No! What is this?! Do you like tying up 
women?! Raul, you’re so useless! Do something about these 
rats!” 

“If you want the rats gone, you'd better get out of the 
princess’s body,” | said. “I'll definitely kill you eventually, 
but right now you’re just an eyesore. Now get lost!” 

Sanare’s face twisted in anger. The next instant, however, 
the corner of her mouth lifted into a smirk. “Ah, what a 
shame,” she said. “As long as you can’t kill me, you'll never 
win.” 

“Wha—” 

Sanare snapped her finger. My vision instantly went 
black, and all five of my senses vanished. 

“What the hell’s going on?!” 

| could hear Sanare’s laughter from beyond the darkness. 
Her voice gradually became more distant until it was gone, 
as if melting into the dark abyss. 

Right before | lost all senses, | heard a chant. 

“Chapter of Death, Page Two: ‘Morkdem’. | cast my new 
spell without chanting. It’s so fun and easy to use Magic in 
the princess’s body. Sweet dreams, darling.” 

| found myself standing alone in an unfamiliar village. 

All the buildings were made of wood, there was no 
church, and the place was surrounded by woods. It was 
practically in the middle of nowhere. | began to wonder if 
people actually lived here. 

“Is this another forced summoning? Except only | was 
sent away?” 


At the very least, | was sure that | wasn’t in Latette 
anymore. 

What now? No, wait. 

Forced summoning required a Magic circle. If there was 
one on the roof, the priest and that bitch would’ve been 
sent somewhere as well. 

My first priority should be finding the priest. Zero and Lily 
should still be in Latette. | could leave slapping Albus back 
to her senses to them. 

“Hey, prie—” 

“No!” A woman screamed. 

| quickly ran towards the voice. A scream in this situation 
would definitely have something to do with us. If it didn’t, | 
might meet up with the priest if | went to where the scream 
came from. 

| soon came to the center of the village—a square with a 
well. | froze completely at the sight. 

“What the hell?” 

My blood curdled. Why did | think this was an unfamiliar 
village? / know this place. 

There were three corpses lined up in the square. Villagers 
were clinging to each of the corpses, crying and wailing 
repeatedly. 

A kid was staring at them from a distance. He had white 
fur and gray stripes. For a child, his body size was not much 
different from the adults around him. He was strong, had 
Sharp claws, and could fight if he wanted to. | knew that 
much. 

The kid wrapped his long tail around his legs, his whole 
body stiff with fear and tension. 

“They bought us time to escape,” one of the people 
Surrounding the corpses said. “Bandits came... fora 
Beastfallen’s head.” 

The Beastfallen kid gave a start. 

It’s me. The thirteen-year-old me from just before | left 
the village. This ts an illusion. 


As proof, the villagers didn’t notice me even as | got 
closer. 

“Stop it... Why are you showing me this?! Is this your idea 
of buying time, Sanare?! This is nothing but an illusion. 
Damn it, me. Wake up!” | clenched my fist and punched 
myself in the face. 

It hurt, but | couldn’t wake up. Cursing, | shook my head, 
and suddenly the scenery changed. 

| was inside someone’s house. The darkness outside the 
window suggested it was already the dead of the night. 

And yet, all the adults in the village were gathered there. 
It reminded me of something. 

The night of the bandit attack, my parents left me at 
home and went out. 

“Don’t worry,” my father said. “It’s not your fault.” He 
seemed terrifying. 

“Go to bed. We’ll be back soon.” Seeing my mother’s 
forced smile was painful. 

So | followed my parents. 

| looked around the room. There should be a backdoor 
somewhere. | bolted out of the house, and there | was, as a 
kid, huddled against a wall of the house. 

“They came for him.” 

“| told you we should’ve kicked the Beastfallen out of the 
village.” 

“The fuck did you say? You’re blaming my kid?!” 

“Three people died because of him!” 

“Stop! He didn’t kill them. When he was born, we all 
decided to raise him in the village instead of killing him!” 

“But the bandits will come back. It’s not his fault, but 
they’re after his head. Maybe my child will die next!” 

“Calm down, everyone!” 

“But chief! Your son died too!” 

“He died protecting everyone in the village, and that 
includes the child! He’s a Beastfallen, but he’s kind. No 
matter who hit him, he never hit back. He has a big figure 


and is passionate about cooking. You’d hand a kid like that 
to bandits?” 

The adults fell silent. 

| remember. 

One of the three people who died because of me was the 
village chief's only son. He had just gotten married and had 
a daughter. | was so happy that | was allowed to hold the 
baby that | went to see her every day. | hoped to have a 
family like that one day. 

But | destroyed that family. 

| couldn’t stand it. What was the point of being strong? 
The claws? The fangs? Why did | run away when the bandits 
attacked? Why didn’t | stay and protect everyone in the 
village? 

| left the village. Following the smell of blood, | ran 
through the forest, and found the cave where the bandits 
were camped. 

| remembered my body burning hot as 1 saw them 
sharpening their swords in preparation for the next attack. 

| had to kill them. If | didn’t kill them here, they would 
attack the village again. Leaving the village wouldn’t make a 
difference. | had to kill them. | needed to. 

| didn’t have a sword, but | did have claws and fangs. A 
swing of my arm with its claws out could easily crush a 
man’s head and tear flesh. 

The bandits numbered more than twenty. | killed and 
killed like crazy, chasing after those who ran away and 
tearing them apart, not lending an ear to those who begged 
for their lives. 

The stench of blood clung to me. It smelled like iron. 

| looked at my hands. Pieces of flesh were caught in my 
fingernails. | looked around and saw a pool of blood. 

My childhood self had disappeared. | was standing alone 
in a sea of blood. 

“| don’t regret anything. | had to protect the village.” 


“But you didn’t protect me.” A young boy’s voice came 
from right behind me. 

| turned around, and was shocked. “Theo?” 

Light brown hair. A freckled face. His usual bright smile 
was nowhere to be found. His face was still. And cold. 

“You didn’t even fight for me.” 

Blood oozed slowly from Theo’s belly, and he collapsed to 
his knees. 

“Theo!” 

| quickly picked him up. His warm body quickly turned 
cold as blood seeped out of his small figure. 

“Avenge me, Gramps,” he whispered, his lips pale. “Kill 
that witch.” He stopped moving. 

His body melted in my arms and disappeared into the 
pool of blood. 

My heart was pounding in my chest. | couldn’t breathe 
well. | crouched down, holding my chest. 

“This is just an illusion. An illusion.” 

The slimy blood, the metallic smell, Theo’s words. 
Everything was an illusion created by that abhorrent 
woman. 

Then | heard a voice calling me. | turned around and saw 
an eerie figure standing there idly. 

| couldn’t see their face, as though ink had blotted it out. 
Their voice was unclear; | couldn’t tell what they were 
saying. 

Kill her. 

| heard Theo’s voice. 

Kill that witch. 

| got up and looked down at the figure. 

Should | kill her? Would it all end if | killed the witch? 
Would this illusion disappear? 

Right. She needs to die. 

“If | kill you...” | clenched my fists. “Sanare!” 

| raised my sword and brought it down on the black 
figure. It didn’t try to escape, only jerked for a moment. 


An explosion roared, sending my body flying. A blinding 
light smashed everything to pieces, and a choking impact 
jolted up my back to my stomach. 

When | realized my back slammed into something, 
countless pieces of debris came raining down on me, 
hurting my head, stomach and other parts of my body. 

“Ouch! Shit. What was that?!” 

“How dare you scream another woman’s name while 
lunging at me. You do not even know the proper etiquette 
when making your advance towards a woman. Open your 
eyes! It is me!” 

Zero was looking down at me, her back to the moonlight, 
with the most disappointed face I’d ever seen from her. 

The moment | recognized her, cold, fresh air filled my 
lungs, and my hazy vision cleared up. | finally came to my 
senses. 

Pushing the debris aside, | jumped to my feet. “What 
happened?! What’s going on?!” 

“Calm down, you fool!” She punched me in the nose. 





“Ow!” | curled up. “What the hell are you—” 

“Because you! Lost control! Of yourself! To Sanare’s 
illusion!” Zero poked my nose with her finger repeatedly. 
“Because you tried to kill me!” Her nails almost dug in to my 
Skin. 

“All right! I’m sorry! Stop, you’re gonna make me bleed!” 

“lam angry, Mercenary. | am seething. Not only at 
Sanare, but at you as well! | was hoping that you would use 
the power of our love and bond to break through Sanare’s 
illusions on your own. Yet you attempted to kill me!” 

“Power of our love and bond? What the hell are you 
talking about?!” 

“Sanare mounted Horse and escaped, as though she had 
no business with us anymore. Now, get up.” She stood up. 
“There is no time to dawdle.” 

| rose to my feet and regarded Zero, who was clearly 
furious. 

Did | really try to kill her? / guess /| did. 

“I’m glad,” | said. 

“There is nothing to be glad about. At all.” 

“No... I’m just glad | didn’t kill you. For real.” The words 
came from the bottom of my heart. 

Just imagining me killing Zero made me want to slit my 
own throat. 

Taken aback my words, Zero fell silent, then frowned. 
“Why are you saying this now?! If you wish to be upfront 
about how you feel, pick a better situation.” 

“What?” | looked around. 

Wait a sec. The priest got hit with the same spell too. 
What happened to him? Did Zero save him? 

But | couldn’t see a sign of him anywhere. Lily too. 

| turned pale as a sheet. Sanare cast a spell that showed 
me nightmares, causing me to attack Zero thinking she was 
an enemy. 

If the same thing was happening to the priest, it could 
spell disaster. | finally understood why Zero was getting 


impatient. 

“Where'd the priest and the squirt go?” 

Trembling all over, Lily climbed a tall tree and clung 
tightly to its trunk. She held her breath and listened 
carefully. She could hear the priest’s footsteps on the grass. 

He was right around the corner, slowly closing in on his 
prey. His steps were steady, as if he was simply talking a 
walk. 

Why, why, why, why, why? 

No answer came. Why did the priest want to kill her? 
Sanare cast some kind of Magic on him, and she simply ran 
up to him. 

There was only one reason. 

In the darkness of the night, the priest took off his eye 
patch and regarded Lily. 

“Filthy Beastfallen,” he spat out. His two words spoke 
volumes. 

The priest despised Beastfallen all along. He probably 
found Lily so repulsive that he wanted to kill her. 

Sanare’s Magic simply brought his true feelings to the 
surface. 

I’m so stupid, she thought. He hated her, loathed her, yet 
She still wondered if he would like her if she became human. 

Even if she became human, it would not change the fact 
that she was a former Beastfallen. The priest would never 
give an exemption. It made her sad, even when her life was 
in danger. 

What should | do now? 

She couldn’t hide on top of a tree forever. She had to run 
or she'd be killed. But run where? If she ran and ran, then 
lost him, then what? 

There was a Sharp sound, and a nearby branch fell. 
Shortly after, the branch that Lily was clinging to was also 
cut. 

Lily fell to the ground. She screamed and ran away. But 
invisible strings entangled her body, pulling her, and she 


rolled on the ground, unable to move. 

“| found you, embodiment of depravity. | thought | killed 
you, but you’re one stubborn guy. This time, | will make sure 
you're dead.” 

Ruthless eyes peered down at Lily. The scythe on the 
priest’s shoulder gleamed under the moonlight. 

“No... No! Father! | didn’t do anything!” 

“You took everything from me. You, who were everything 
to me!” 

Lily didn’t know what the priest was saying. She only 
knew that his fierce, red eyes—filled with overwhelming 
hatred—were looking at someone else, not her. 

“I'll make it quick!” The priest raised his scythe. 

I’m gonna die. Here. Like this. It was like she was taking 
someone else’s place. 

“No...” Lily’s small hands clutched at dirt. “No!” 

“No, you don’t!” 

“What?!” 

A huge lump of heat charged straight at the priest with 
incredible force, sending his slender body flying. 

Lily, wrapped in the priest’s strings, was pulled by the 
momentum and thrown into the air. 

She closed her eyes, prepared to crash onto the ground, 
when two firm arms caught her. Lily blinked repeatedly, 
puzzled. 

“That was close,” the familiar voice said. “Made it just in 
the nick of time.” 

Lily looked up. A large carnivore with a terrifying face 
smiled at her, revealing vicious fangs. 

“Squirt almost killed the priest.” 


Countless rats were on the verge of attacking the priest. 
Not only rats, or squirrels, but all kinds of rodents were 
rushing towards the priest to save Lily, snarling. 

| tackled the priest with all | got to save him from a 
horrible death. 


“Mercenary, his ribs are all crushed and his internal 
organs are ruptured,” Zero said as she examined the 
motionless priest. “Being swarmed by rats would have been 
much better in my opinion.” 

“Yeah, right! He’s an adjudicator from Dea Ignis! 
Lessening the impact should be easy for him.” 

“The priest was trapped in an illusion. Perhaps he was 
completely unaware of your approach.” 

She made a good point. When | was lost in Sanare’s 
illusion, | couldn’t see my surroundings. | even tried to killa 
vague, mysterious silhouette, not realizing that it was Zero. 

As soon as she heard our conversation, Lily slipped out of 
my arms and rushed to the priest. 

“l-Is Father going to die?” 

“Fortunately, | am a witch. | can heal this level of injury 
with Magic. It has not been long since he received the 
wounds as well. He will feel weak from blood loss, but not a 
lot.” 

“Il think he’s benefiting more from spells than me,” | said. 
“When it comes to treatment, at least.” 

It wasn’t really that surprising, though. Humans were 
much more fragile than Beastfallen. 

“l also nullified Sanare’s Magic. When he wakes up, he 
will be back to normal.” 

“He'll be back to normal?” Lily asked anxiously. 

“Of course,” Zero replied, stroking the Beastfallen’s head. 
“He will not try to kill you anymore. As you can see, 
Mercenary is no longer out to kill me. 

| choked a little. 

Lily’s jaw dropped. “You tried to kill her?!” 

“Th-The illusion’s that bad, okay?!” 

“Th-Then... Father doesn’t hate me?” 

“Do you mean why the priest attacked you?” Zero asked. 
“| would guess it was simply because you were nearby. From 
what Mercenary said, this is a Magic spell that turns 


someone nearby into the object of the hatred you see in 
your nightmares.” 

“Yeah, | saw Zero as Sanare. So the priest must’ve been 
seeing someone else.” 

“| thought so,” Lily said. 

“You realized it?” 

“Yes.” She nodded. “He was saying some weird things.” 

Right. | think | heard something about taking everything 
from him. 

The priest groaned. 

“Are you awake, priest?” Zero called. 

The priest opened his eyes a little, then bolted upright. 
He looked around. “A dream?” he muttered. “It felt like... | 
was dreaming about the past.” 

“You seem to have had a nightmare. It was caused by 
Sanare’s Magic, but you do not have to worry about it 
anymore.” 

“Sanare,” the priest repeated the name, as though he still 
didn’t understand the situation clearly. 

When he noticed that the staff beside him had 
transformed into a scythe, his eyes suddenly widened. He 
realized what he had been doing. 

“Who was | chasing?” 

“Uh” 

“Him,” Lily cut in, pointing at me. 

The priest would certainly feel better if he found out that 
he was trying to kill me. But it was too late. | was already 
startled, and the priest, with his eye patch off, saw the look 
on my face. There was no way he wouldn’t notice. 

With an indescribable expression, the priest looked at Lily. 
She was hanging her head, eyes on the ground. 

“Are you covering for me?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“| almost killed you.” 

“| was just hiding.” She puffed out her cheeks. She had all 
the right to be mad at the priest for almost killing her, but 


She didn’t plan to yell at him, it seemed. 

The priest gently pressed his forehead. “Well, | don’t 
really care either way.” 

Pursuing the matter wouln’t really make a difference 
anyway. 

“We're pretty far from the main road now,” | said. 

Green pastures surrounded the town of Latette, but we 
were in a forest now. 

“Yeah. | ran and ran,” Lily said. 

“Oh, | can see that. You could’ve run towards Fomicaum.” 

| meant it as a joke, but the priest hit me hard on the 
back of my head. | dropped to the ground. 

“You deserved that,” Zero said. 

Only Lily, who should be the one offended, showed any 
concern for me. 

“Anyway,” | said, “we’re not gonna make it to Fomicaum 
before the gates close. We can probably force our way in 
with some threats and coins, but we’ll never be able to get a 
horse out of town.” 

“So the quickest way would be for you to run towards 
Plasta,” Zero said. 

“No. Even if | ran nonstop without rest, I'll probably only 
get there tomorrow night at the earliest. It’s not much 
different from waiting for Fomicaum to open and getting a 
horse. Plus | can carry you, but not the squirt and the priest. 
We'd have to leave them behind.” 

“Unbelievable.” Zero breathed an irritated sigh. “She 
succeeded in stalling us. We could have made it to Plasta 
before dawn had we gotten a horse in Fomicaum. This delay 
is a little frustrating.” 

“Let’s head back to Latette for now,” the priest said. “It 
will be somewhat faster to head for the main road from 
there than to continue on through rough terrain. If we can 
make it to Fomicaum before the gates open, we’ll have 
some time to rest. Above all, we’re stuck.” 


| Knew what the priest was trying to say. We were one 
step behind. Sanare would no doubt use this opportunity to 
set traps for us. 

The last thing Sanare would want was for us to stop the 
execution. What kind of hurdle was waiting for us on the 
way to Plasta? 

It came sooner than | expected. We were right in front of 
Latette’s church, where it all started, so to speak. 

A silhouette blocked our path to Plasta once more. Pooch. 

“| see,” Zero said, pressing her forehead in exasperation. 
“She told the lass that we made contact with Thirteenth. 
Wolf coming out was inevitable.” 

“Pooch alone wouldn’t be a big deal,” | said. “But this is 
quite the reception.” 

| sniffed the air. Fortunately we were downwind. The 
scent of armed soldiers drifting in from not too far away 
indicated an ambush was waiting for us. 

“Where’s Thirteenth?” Pooch asked. He didn’t even 
bother with a greeting. 

“So | heard you’re kicking the Church out,” | said, not 
answering his question. Pooch stiffened. “Then Church 
officials who refuse to leave will be publicly executed, and 
for starters, you’re gonna kill the idiots who attacked people 
at the tunnel. Sounds like a fun plan to me. What a way to 
Start a war.” 

“It was the young lady’s decision,” Pooch said. 

“And you simply obeyed. Yup, just like an actual dog.” 

Pooch’s expression turned hard. “We won’t force you to 
join us. The young lady said there will be no harm on you if 
you don’t interfere. Head south, and you'll reach the road 
that leads to the southern tunnel.” 

“Are you stupid?! It’s a war between witches and the 
Church. Nowhere’s safe. The war you guys are starting will 
spread all over the world. Do you even get that—” 

“A war’s bound to happen sooner or later!” Pooch 
bellowed. “Founding a Magical State would inevitably result 


in clashes with the Church. We need to know who’s friend or 
foe. Candidates for an alliance had gathered at the ball. 
We'll then hold a public execution of Church officials, and 
only those who agree with it will become our ally.” 

“What happens to those who refuse?” Zero asked, her 
voice low. 

Pooch gave a tight smile. “You already have an idea, 
don’t you? We’ll take them as prisoners.” 

Okay. So they’re determined to push forward as a 
heretical nation. 

Expelling Church officials, publicly executing the son of 
the nobleman who raided the tunnels, and taking hostages 
of the guests who didn’t agree with them—all were good 
reasons for the Knights Templar to be dispatched. 

“| know your men are camped along the road to Plasta. 
Did you set the camp upwind to intimidate us? You don’t 
want us to get to the kid?” 

“She'll deem you enemies otherwise.” 

“You'll even drag us away if you have to?” 

“Yes.” Pooch drew his sword. 

Zero and the priest braced themselves, but | raised my 
arm, signaling them to stay back. 

“I! guess that’s a no,” Pooch said. “Such a shame.” 

“If you wanna go at it, call your friends. Do you think you 
can handle all three of us alone?” 

“With the Murky Darkness witch around, numbers don’t 
matter. You can kill me easily if you really wanted to. But 
Solena entrusted the young lady to me. She asked me to 
protect her from all sorts of danger. The young lady herself 
decided to play the role of the villain. So | will go along with 
her plan. If you wish to stand in her way, bring it on.” 
Pooch’s eyes bored into me. He bared his fangs, fire in his 
eyes. He looked just like a real wolf. “I will stand my ground, 
even if it costs me my life!” 





Sword in hand, Pooch dropped low. His weapon was 
slender and looked less reliable than my large sword, but it 
could easily pierce through armor. Even Beastfallen’s thick 
fur or scales. 

From the way his subordinates acted around him, I’d say 
he had the skills to be Solena’s servant. If | weren’t careful, 
he would drive his sword to my heart. 

That’s what he’s thinking, at least. 

“The Murky Darkness witch, eh? Sounds like you’re 
underestimating me.” 

Cracking my neck, | tossed my sword on the ground, and 
without any hesitation, walked straight towards Pooch. 

His face stiffened. “What are you playing at? You want to 
go at me with your bare hands? | didn’t know you were that 
stu—” 

Clenching my fist tight, | closed the gap between me and 
Pooch in an instant and punched him in the face. He 
staggered backwards. 

He managed to withstand my blow, and readied his sword 
once more. “Asshole!” he growled, glaring at me. “Stop 
fucking around!” 

Gripping his sword, Pooch took a huge step forward, his 
sword aiming at my stomach. 

“You're the one fucking around! You can’t even tell when 
you need to go all-out against someone? Aim for the heart, 
you idiot!” 

| didn’t back down. Instead | took a step forward, letting 
the sword hit my stomach. Grabbing the blade, | pulled it 
towards me with all my strength, careful not to touch the 
edge. The momentum of Pooch’s forward thrust caused him 
to lose his balance. 

As he pitched forward, | punched the side of his face, 
knocking off a few of his teeth. He wobbled, moaning in 
pain. | then grabbed his arm and broke his wrist and elbow. 
He dropped his sword and fell to his knees. 


| grabbed his head and pulled him up to his feet. Blood 
was dripping from his mouth. 

“You were saying?” 

He could only manage pained groans. 

“How serious are you about stopping us, Pooch? Do you 
want us to force our way through? If you just want to look 
like you tried to stop us, this should be enough. Now beg for 
your life and my boss heal you. If you want to side with us, 
you can come.” 

Hand fumbling in the air, Pooch grabbed my arm. His 
Sharp claws pierced my skin, tearing my flesh. My blood 
dripped on the ground. 

So this is your answer. 

| threw Pooch on the ground. 

“We're leaving,” | said, turning my back to Pooch. “He 
really doesn’t want us through.” 

“Are you stupid?!” the priest shouted. “Why’d you even 
beat that Beastfallen up?!” 

“It’s started,” | said, and the priest’s eyes widened. “Him 
risking his life to stop us means it’s too late. We can’t stop 
the kid anymore. We’re not gonna make it in time to stop 
the noble’s execution, are we?” 

“They'll be burned at the stake at sunrise,” Pooch, lying 
on the ground and choking in his own blood, replied. “The 
war can’t be stopped.” 

If Sanare hadn’t stopped us, we would have made it. 
When the priest realized this, he cursed in a manner 
unbecoming of a churchman. Zero also fell silent, looking 
displeased. 

“In other words, even if we kill this guy and his men 
Camped up ahead and make it to the kid, war is 
unavoidable. Besides, we’ll be hunted down as criminals for 
slaughtering the country’s knights. The kid will be forced to 
kill us. Our best option is to retreat.” 

“Our other choice is to kill the lass and take over this 
kingdom,” Zero said. “If Sept takes her head and present it 


to the Church as a gift, then swears allegiance, the war will 
end.” 

“| like that idea,” the priest said. 

“Sure you do,” | spat out. 

But Sept was a sorcerer under Thirteenth’s tutelage. The 
terms of peace would definitely include his execution or life 
imprisonment. The Church would then select a new royal 
family to remake the kingdom of Wenias, molding it in a way 
that served their interests. 

Witches would be oppressed like never before. 

“Hey, witch. Don’t heal him,” | said. 

“| know,” Zero replied. “Negotiations have failed. Wolf 
showed his loyalty to the lass and fought to stop us from 
going. He succeeded in inflicting a serious injury on 
Mercenary. But he too suffered grave injuries. He then lost 
consciousness and had no idea where we went.” 

Smart. 

“What an easy script,” the priest said. 

“Big brother! Your stomach!” Lily turned pale when she 
Saw my wounds. 

| was used to this kind of injury, though. It should start 
closing tomorrow. 

The effect of the public execution was remarkable. 
Clergymen fled from Wenias like a receding tide. 

At the same time, anti-Church people poured into the 
kingdom. Taking the situation seriously, the Church 
immediately organized a force to purge the witches, led by 
the Knights Templar. 

The war was beginning. 

In response, Albus issued an evacuation order for those 
living inside the tunnels and installed a massive amount of 
explosives. The plan was to blow up the Knights Templar 
and bury them alive as soon as they entered the tunnels, 
but someone—Thirteenth—blew them all up. All the tunnels 
collapsed before the knights could march into the kingdom. 


The head-on clash between the kingdom of Wenias and 
the Church was effectively postponed as a result, and all the 
bigshots from various countries who came to Wenias for the 
ball and subsequently became prisoners of war were 
trapped inside the kingdom. 

Needless to say, this was all a ploy to buy time. 

We needed to kill Sanare before the tunnels could be 
reopened and the Knights Templar came marching into 
Wenias. 

For that... 

“First, we must capture the princess and take her body 
back from Sanare. Ladies and gentlemen, it is time for the 
counterattack. Ah, my heart is racing. | will take my sweet 
time ripping off that insect’s legs and watch it wriggle 
around, unable to move.” 


To be continued in The Mooncaller Witch (Second 
Half)... 
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